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for Living Outside 
the Binary
DEREK PAZOLT
The idea for this fiber art piece has evolved over the course of two years. It was originally go-ing to be one large fiber art piece that focused 
upon multiple topics within the transgender commu-
nity — topics such as the lived experiences of Black 
transgender individuals who have faced violence and 
lost their lives due to transphobia in America. Also, 
non-binary and genderqueer individuals, as well as 
other under-represented members of the community, 
and the staggeringly high suicide rate (41% among 
transgender individuals compared with 1.6% for the 
general population) are topics represented on this quilt. 
I realized that I needed to break these topics down into 
multiple fiber art pieces and set to work on my first one 
in January 2020.
When the pandemic first hit, I had to engage 
in a “lock down” at my work and lived at a particu-
lar group home for nearly three weeks, just over 400 
hours. Over this period of time, I worked on creating 
masks for those in need, mostly homeless shelters, 
community health centers, and for members of the 
community who were unable to access personal pro-
tective equipment. It was during this time that I also 
started piecing the quilt top together. Sadly, there was 
a fire at my work on September 22, 2020. Most of the 
house and its contents were unable to be saved, but this 
fiber art piece survived. Sealed in a Tupperware con-
tainer, it was safe from the smoke and heat.
I spent two months completing the piece that has 
been included in this volume of The Graduate Review.
When one looks upon this fiber art piece, the 
silhouette of a person is visible at the center. This per-
son rests in a space between two extremes, the two 
colors associated with societal binary gender norms 
of pink and blue. When one looks closely at the sil-
houette, it is evident that numerous shapes exist within 
the person. These shapes are associated with various 
gender identities. These same symbols are scattered 
about the fiber art piece, representing the wide range 
of gender identities and expressions that can manifest 
in different ways.
This fiber art piece is meant to depict the ex-
perience of an individual exploring their gender iden-
tity, and some of the many possibilities that exist in 
the world. Each person’s gender identity is unique, and 
although there may be many commonalities within 
groups of people, no one identity is exactly like an-
other. The human experience provides a richness and 
complexity that is both inspiring and awing. This fiber 
art piece was created to represent the wide variety of 
gender identities in the world and honor those who are 
living their personal truths. These individuals and their 
gender identities, whether described as transgender, 
genderqueer, genderfluid, or something else entirely, 
are all beautiful and valid.
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This fiber art piece and the documentation of 
it was due in large part to the assistance and support 
of several individuals. The fiber art piece was longarm 
quilted by Rada Elegant. Longarm quilting is a process 
by which layers of fabric and batting are sandwiched 
and quilted together using a large sewing machine. 
In this instance, the quilt top was layered against bat-
ting and backing fabric, and a design was sewn into 
all three layers producing a texture. The symbols were 
generously provided by Bennett Brisland, and the pho-
tography was facilitated with the help of my brother-
in-law, Drew Bryden. 
About the Author
Derek D. Pazolt is completing his third and final 
year in the Master of Social Work (MSW) program at 
Bridgewater State University. Derek hopes to pursue 
his DSW in future years.
A Hidden  






Overview of Blast-Related TBI 
There are many effects of war. Some are phys-
ical such as a lost limb or scars, and some are within 
the brain and invisible to the eye. These effects of war 
invisible to the eye are scars as well and are frequently 
the tragic effects of a traumatic brain injury (TBI). TBI 
is a brain dysfunction that can be caused by a variety 
of external forces (Bryden et al., 2019). While there 
are many categories of TBI, the most common form 
of TBI in military settings is blast-related TBI (bTBI), 
also known as mild TBI (mTBI) (McKee & Robinson, 
2014). In a blast, the detonation of an explosive device 
elicits two phases of a blast wave, known as the posi-
tive and negative phases (Wallace, 2006). The positive 
phase of the blast wave contains “blast overpressure”, 
which is formed from the compression of air in front 
of the blast wave; the movement of air molecules is 
heated and accelerated by the blast wave, and the at-
mospheric pressure comes in contact with the individ-
ual and pushes on the organs of the body, including 
the brain (Elsayed, 1997; Mayorga, 1997; Wallace, 
2006). The negative phase of the blast wave is a result 
of sub-atmospheric pressure, and the amount of dam-
age from the pressure wave relies on the peak pressure, 
duration, medium of the explosion, and distance from 
the explosion (Wallace, 2006). One of the primary con-
sequences of this blast exposure is TBI, as the injuries 
from the blast disrupt the structure of the body and 
brain milliseconds after the explosion (Bryden, et al., 
2019; Wallace, 2006). 
bTBIs, previously known as “shell shock”, can 
also be referenced by a variety of different names, such 
as mild TBI (mTBI), blast injury neurotrauma, and bal-
listic shock TBI (DePalma, 2015). Active members and 
veterans of all branches of the military often sustain 
TBIs from blast events (McKee, & Robinson 2014). 
Exposure to improvised explosive devices (IEDs), in 
particular, is the unfortunate and most common cause 
of TBI in service members on combat deployments 
in all branches of the military (McKee & Robinson, 
2014). Enlisted members and veterans of all branches 
of the military report the common effect of war relat-
ed to TBI. In 2012, out of 771,874 veterans, the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) estimates 59,218 
veterans involved in Operation Enduring Freedom 
(OEF) and Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) were evalu-
ated or treated due to conditions and symptoms related 
to TBI (Frieden & Collins, 2013). Population-based 
estimates of injuries and symptoms of service mem-
bers and veterans related to TBI continue to be under-
reported as service members can be hesitant to report 
their health conditions and maintain a self-sacrificing 
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mindset even after service, which views seeking help 
as failure (Armistead-Jehle et al., 2017; Bryden et al., 
2019). 
Symptoms of bTBI can vary from person to 
person and occur without a physical trace. The effects 
of bTBI can be long or short term, with a wide range of 
symptoms (Bryden, et al., 2019). Symptoms of a mTBI 
include, but are not limited to, irritability, sleep dis-
turbance, forgetfulness, anxiety, headaches, poor con-
centration, pain, and psychological distress, including 
behavioral changes, executive dysfunction, memory 
loss, and cognitive impairments (Walker & Tesco, 
2013). Symptoms of bTBI can also heavily impact 
communication and language abilities when cognition 
is impaired (PTSD: National Center for PTSD, n.d.). 
Cognitive-communication impairments from bTBI 
can occur in a variety of different ways by impacting 
language and communication abilities (Nelson et al., 
2015). These cognitive impairments can include dif-
ficulty following instructions, inattention, and a vari-
ety of memory difficulties (Nelson et al., 2015). Many 
symptoms of PTSD even overlap with TBI symptoms, 
specifically mTBI symptoms (Wallace, 2006). As of 
November 2020, 11%-20% out of every 100 veterans 
who served in OIF or OEF are diagnosed with PTSD 
annually, and enlisted service members returning from 
combat deployments are diagnosed with Post-Trau-
matic Stress Disorder (PTSD). For these returning 
service members, their communicative relationships 
with their families and friends can drastically change 
(PTSD: National Center for PTSD, n.d.). As a result of 
bTBI, these cognitive impairments, among others, can 
negatively impact veterans’ language and communica-
tion with their family, friends, and even physicians and 
professionals, which can negatively affect their initia-
tion of treatment, treatment care, and progress. 
The effects of mTBI can be progressive (McK-
ee & Robinson, 2014). The progressive nature, effects 
on cognition and communication, and devastating 
features and symptoms of mTBI in service members 
can result in late diagnosis and treatment (McKee & 
Robinson, 2014). Late detection and difficulty of di-
agnosis and treatment, combined with a lack of educa-
tion about bTBI, may directly correlate to the current 
rate of suicide in veterans (National Veteran Suicide 
Prevention Annual Report, 2019; Richman, 2018). 
Richman (2018) reported that veterans with multiple 
brain injuries are twice as likely to consider suicide, 
and according to the Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) National Suicide Data Report in 2017, 6,139 vet-
erans, an average of 16.8 per day, took their own lives 
(National Veteran Suicide Prevention Annual Report, 
2019). Although mTBI is the most common brain inju-
ry affecting service members, it continues to be widely 
difficult to diagnose and is not largely well understood 
yet by professionals (McKee & Robinson, 2014). The 
blast events our active-duty service members and vet-
erans have encountered cause a ripple effect in the 
form of bTBI, which impacts all aspects of their lives, 
including their communicative abilities and language.
 
“The Tipping Point” 
Many service members returning from 
combat deployments have endured several blast 
events, whether in training missions for operations 
in preparation for deployment, explosions while on 
a combat deployment, or, most likely, a combination 
of both; and the number of blasts can be staggering. 
Experiencing multiple blast events can negatively 
impact the brain and brain function, resulting in long-
lasting devastating and frustrating symptoms, such 
as cognitive-communication challenges (Dessy et al., 
2015). As a retired Navy SEAL, a member of SEAL 
Teams Four and Six, and Silver Star and Purple Heart 
recipient, Will Chesney had experienced many blast 
events within training missions and deployments. His 
biography, written with Joe Layden, No Ordinary Dog, 
outlines Will’s experience with his military working 
dog (MWD), Cairo, together in SEAL Teams Four and 
Six, and Operation Neptune Spear, the SEAL Teams’ 
sixth mission that resulted in the death of Osama Bin 
Laden. Chesney’s biography also highlighted his frus-
trating and long-standing experience with his bTBI. 
After experiencing a large grenade blast while 
on deployment in Afghanistan in 2012, combined with 
the accumulation of blast events Will had endured 
during training missions and previous deployments 
while enlisted as a Navy SEAL, Will described the 
grenade blast in 2012 as a “tipping point” to his bTBI 
symptoms (W. Chesney, personal communication, 
July 22, 2020). His debilitating migraines, memory 
loss, tinnitus, frustration, irritability, and depression 
showed the invisible telltale signs of bTBI (Chesney & 
Layden, 2020; W. Chesney, personal communication, 
July 22, 2020). Will’s language was impacted by this 
accumulation of blasts in the area of cognition, specifi-
cally, memory and learning. He noted that if he did not 
have a physical symptom of stress-induced hair loss, 
also known as alopecia, to validate his health concerns, 
he may have continued to second guess himself that 
something was wrong, “The memory loss was terri-
ble, and just trying to communicate with other people 
exactly what’s going on can be frustrating as well, es-
pecially when it’s your own brain. If my hair didn’t 
fall out a few times, I would second guess myself won-
dering, ‘Am I making this stuff up?’ ‘What’s wrong 
with me?’ ‘Am I really forgetting so much stuff?’” (W. 
Chesney, personal communication, July 22, 2020). 
Will’s deficits related to his memory posed a 
daily obstacle to his everyday life. His ability to re-
call spoken and written information suffered, forget-
ting names, phone numbers, and instructions moments 
after hearing them, and reading the same page of a 
book or passage multiple times in order to compre-
hend the written content (Chesney & Layden, 2020; 
W. Chesney, personal communication, July 22, 2020). 
In a conversation with Will on July 22, 2020, 
he described his experience of maintaining self-aware-
ness such that his inability to remember information 
and events surprised him. He tested his own memory 
through the execution of mental tasks within his daily 
life, such as a planned action; something as simple as 
filling a cup with water he would have difficulty re-
membering. Will described not only his daily symp-
toms to be of extreme frustration, but the trouble com-
municating what was going on in his own brain and 
feeling “off” to cause a taxing everyday frustration as 
well. While attending a variety of treatment centers 
and experimenting with an array of modalities, Will 
was frequently described by a variety of professionals 
as “high-functioning”, although he still did not feel like 
himself. He continued to show awareness of his meta-
cognition, in that he was aware his baseline skill level 
had been altered but had continued difficulty commu-
nicating exactly what had changed. He spoke about the 
rate of suicide in veterans, and his understanding the 
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frustration those veterans must have felt if the reason 
for suicide was due to or related to their brain health.
Will pursued relief and improvement of his 
brain health and continues to do so. The variety of 
treatment methods he implemented included prescrip-
tion medications, hormone therapy, vitamins and sup-
plements, neurofeedback, brain stimulation, and addi-
tional treatment methods through the National Intrepid 
Center of Excellence (NICoE) within the Walter Reed 
National Military Medical Center, VA hospitals, and 
the Brain Treatment Center affiliated with the Univer-
sity of Southern California (USC) Neurorestoration 
Center (Chesney & Layden, 2020; W. Chesney, per-
sonal communication, July 22, 2020). He attributes 
his lasting migraines to a combination of stress, the 
effects of losing friends while in service, previously 
self-medicating with alcohol, and residual symptoms 
of his bTBI from the grenade blast in 2012. While Will 
reports improvement of his memory, he stated he con-
tinues to have difficulty recalling names (W. Chesney, 
personal communication, July 22, 2020). Will’s ex-
perience reiterates the level of difficulty to diagnose, 
understand, and treat bTBI, as well as the extended 
recovery service members with bTBI can face upon 
returning home (Bryden, et al, 2019; McKee & Rob-
inson, 2014). 
Will’s recovery is ongoing, and he works on it 
every day. Approximately eight years after the grenade 
blast, Will speaks of continuous improvement through 
a combination of treatment and time to heal (Chesney 
& Layden, 2020; W. Chesney, personal communica-
tion, July 22, 2020). Fortunately, Will has been able 
to find improvement and support of his brain health 
through continued treatments and research, daily 
breathing exercises, physical exercise, cognitive men-
tal tasks to aid his memory and a better night’s sleep, 
and comfort from his dogs. Will advocated for himself 
and continues to advocate for himself and others who 
share his experience with bTBI as well as sharing his 
own experience. When describing this he said, “I think 
it’d be good for everybody to know that they’re not 
making it up if they’re saying my memory’s not great, 
and I’m having these symptoms, so they can kind of 
understand a bit more” (W. Chesney, personal com-
munication, July 22, 2020). Understanding the hidden 
symptoms of bTBI can aid in providing a mutual-trust-
ing relationship between the individual and health-care 
professionals, with the goal of improving the overall 
therapeutic process.
Diagnosis 
Similar to Will’s recovery, research related to 
diagnosis, treatment, and even prevention of bTBI is 
continuously ongoing. There are a variety of tools, 
techniques, and technologies used to diagnose bTBI, 
but they are not all available to service members while 
serving on combat deployments where bTBIs are fre-
quently sustained (McKee & Robinson 2014). The use 
of Computed Tomography (CT) imaging is described 
as the standard of care in diagnosing TBI, but most 
military-related TBIs present as mTBI, and CT imag-
ing is then utilized for ruling out severe injury rather 
than finding a specific radiographic diagnostic bio-
marker for mTBI (Bryden, et al., 2019). In addition 
to biomarkers providing insight into the diagnosis of 
bTBI, they also provide insight into prognosis of the 
sustained brain injury (Bryden, et al., 2019). Any other 
imaging modality such as magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI), functional MRI, diffusion tensor imaging, pos-
itron emission tomography (PET), magnetoenceph-
alography, and electroencephalography are not com-
monly utilized or available when stationed in combat 
settings, whereas most procedures in civilian medical 
practices would include one or more of these modali-
ties to aid in diagnosis (Bryden, et al., 2019). 
There is a common consensus among research-
ers regarding the continued difficulty to diagnose bTBI 
due to the difficulty in locating an imaging biomarker 
with adequate sensitivity and specificity with predict-
able outcomes (Agoston & Kamnaksh, 2015; Bryden, 
et al., 2019; Salat et al., 2017). This difficulty is due 
to the multitude of variables that occur within a mili-
tary-related blast scenario such as clinical variability of 
TBI; lack of quality, acute, and longitudinal data; and 
confounding factors and comorbidities in the military 
population. These variables relate to any developing 
connections between bTBI neuroimaging findings and 
neurobehavioral consequences in order to adequately 
diagnose bTBI. (Bryden, et al., 2019). Research relat-
ed to specific biomarkers of bTBI and the relationship 
to jobs within branches of the military is still ongoing. 
One area of research is related to specific jobs service 
members can have while in service, such as “breach-
ers”, where the job involves explosive entry of doors 
and enduring a multitude of low-level blasts over long 
periods of time, making them more susceptible to bTBI 
due to the nature of their job and position (Bryden, et 
al., 2019). 
bTBI and the Speech-Language Pathologist 
As one of the main symptoms of bTBI is 
cognitive communication impairment, a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) is involved in a multitude 
of processes regarding TBI. The professional role 
and responsibilities of the SLP include the screening, 
assessment, and treatment of individuals with 
TBI, as well as prevention, advocacy, education, 
administration, and research of TBI (American 
Speech-Language-Hearing Association [ASHA], 
n.d). This role can include a variety of responsibilities 
to aid in the best possible care and understanding 
of the individual with bTBI. As resources are 
not comprehensive in therapy, diagnosis, and in 
turn, intervention and treatment from health-care 
professionals such as a SLP, treatments are commonly 
administered when service members return home 
from deployment (ASHA, n.d.; Bryden et al., 2019). 
Treatment Rationale 
A highly important aspect of treatment 
of an individual with bTBI is collaboration and 
communication with their treatment team (ASHA, 
n.d). Although bTBI, also called “mild” traumatic brain 
injury (mTBI), is given the classification of “mild”, 
it does not remove the fact that the brain endured a 
traumatic event. The traumatic event of a blast disturbs 
and alters the structure of the brain (Bryden et al, 2019). 
The blast can impact multiple aspects of the body and 
its functions, resulting in a team of specialists to aid in 
the individual’s recovery, including a SLP to address 
any cognitive deficits (ASHA, n.d.). Disturbance 
in the brain can result in cognitive-communication 
impairments, impacting language and communication 
14 • The Graduate Review • 2021 Bridgewater State University The Graduate Review • 2021 • 15Bridgewater State University
in the areas of following instructions, inattention, and 
a variety of memory difficulties (Nelson et al., 2015). 
After the blast, the overall goal of intervention 
designed by a SLP is to maximize the individual’s gains 
and reach their highest level of independent function-
ing for participation in their daily living (ASHA, n.d.). 
Following the structure of the World Health Organiza-
tion’s (WHO) International Classification of Function-
ing, Disability, and Health (ICF) framework to assist 
individuals in reaching their highest level of indepen-
dent functioning, treatment plans are focused on max-
imizing the individual’s strengths and addressing their 
weaknesses related to any body structures and func-
tions that impact their communication (ASHA, n.d.). 
Treatment plans also include assistance in acquiring 
new skills and strategies to aid in their communication, 
as well as modifying contextual factors to enhance and 
encourage successful independent communication and 
participation, while implementing the development 
and use of appropriate accommodations (ASHA, n.d.). 
Communication and Cognition 
The hidden symptoms of bTBI can translate 
to a cognitive-communication deficit. The treatment 
of cognitive-communication deficits and person- and 
family-centered care are within the SLP’s scope of 
practice and aid in the restoration and compensation 
of deficits (ASHA, n.d.). Person- and family-centered 
care is another form of collaboration in which the SLP 
is involved that incorporates the individual and family 
preferences and priorities within the intervention 
plan (ASHA, n.d.). It also provides services such as 
counseling and emotional support, information and 
resources, coordination of services, and instruction 
of specific skills to aid in facilitating communication 
(ASHA, n.d.). Not only are these service members 
coming home with an “invisible” injury, they also have 
often endured additional physical and mental states 
that are not common in civilian life or injury (Bryden, 
et al, 2019). Individuals’ physical and mental states 
at the time of injury can impact the outcome of their 
injury, as they have often endured sleep deprivation 
and are under incredible amounts of mental and 
emotional stress before, during, and after the time of 
their injury, justifying the need for services embedded 
in the approach of person- and family-centered care 
(ASHA, n.d.; Bryden, et al., 2019). 
A SLP can address an individual’s cognitive 
deficits in following directions, attention, and memory 
due to bTBI through direct treatment approaches that 
focus on expanding their strengths (ASHA, n.d.; Nel-
son et al., 2015). Communication and language treat-
ment related to TBI can be restorative and/or compen-
satory (ASHA, n.d.). Restorative treatment approaches 
encompass direct therapy methods with the goal of 
improving or restoring the individual’s impaired func-
tions through retraining and treatment. These treatment 
approaches are often organized hierarchically (ASHA, 
n.d.). The hierarchy begins with targeting specific pro-
cesses in the domain containing the deficit, then moves 
to the demand of higher-level tasks, and concludes 
with the generalization of skills within activities and 
tasks functional to the individual (Sohlberg & Mateer, 
2001). Frequently utilized alongside restorative treat-
ment approaches are compensatory approaches, which 
include teaching and learning new or different methods 
of completing functional tasks in order to minimize the 
individual’s difficulties (National Institutes of Health 
[NIH], 1998). In general, compensatory treatment ap-
proaches involve the individual’s strengths to expand 
their abilities and maximize their gains (ASHA, n.d.). 
According to ASHA (n.d.), blast events in 
military settings affect communication and language 
most frequently in the area of cognition, and cogni-
tive-communication treatment can be implemented to 
aid in reestablishing skills or compensating for the in-
dividual’s deficits. Treatment can be restorative, com-
pensatory, or a combination of the two, dependent on 
the functional needs of the individual. Cognitive-com-
munication treatment can also include sensory stim-
ulation, dual-task training, and computer-assisted 
treatment (CAT). For example, when implementing 
cognitive-communication treatment, the clinician can 
utilize a multitude of teaching techniques during treat-
ment such as direct instruction, strategy-based instruc-
tion for metacognitive skills training, compensatory 
strategy training, internal aids, external aids, as well 
as errorless learning. The treatment methods and tech-
niques of CAT, internal aids, and errorless learning 
share the goal of addressing and further understand-
ing the relationship of the cognitive domain of mem-
ory, specifically, the effect of attention and short-term 
memory deficits related to new learning. 
Resources and Education in the Community 
All service members and veterans have access 
to a Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) hospital or 
facility. Upon diagnosis, they can then access a variety 
of intervention options, including treatment with a 
SLP, depending on the individual’s diagnosis in related 
to the SLP’s scope of practice. As the largest integrated 
health-care system in the United States, the Veterans 
Health Administration provides a variety of care types 
within their 1,243 health-care facilities across the 
United States (Veterans Health Administration, n.d.). 
Within the 1,243 health-care facilities, 170 facilities 
are VA Medical Centers and 1,063 are outpatient sites 
(Veterans Health Administration, n.d.). These centers 
provide care to more than 9 million enrolled veterans 
annually (Veterans Health Administration, n.d.). 
Between 2019 and 2020, the Defense and Veterans 
Brain Injury Center (DVBIC) reported approximately 
414,000 TBIs in U.S. service members, and over 
185,000 veterans have been diagnosed with at least 
one TBI. These veterans look to the VA for their health 
care (VA Research on Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI), 
n.d.). Rather than a lack of resources, the complicated 
nature of bTBI lends itself to the collaboration of 
many health-care professionals for treatment. As Will 
Chesney stated, “It’s not that support isn’t available, 
it’s that you don’t know which lifeline to grab” 
(Chesney & Layden, 2020, p. 284). With almost half 
a million veterans depending on VA treatment and 
medical centers for treatment, understanding, and 
answers related to bTBI within the VA’s 1,243 health-
care facilities in the United States, consistency of 
collaboration, counseling, and further education and 
research must be implemented to ensure meaningful 
care for veterans. 
Within 1,243 health-care facilities associated 
with the VA, there are a variety of health care profes-
sionals working together. Consistency of treatment 
does not mean consistency only within treatment ses-
sions or evaluations. Consistency may also include 
counseling and collaboration with the individual’s 
family, their team of health care professionals, as well 
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as further education and research related to bTBI. As 
symptoms of bTBI can overlap with the symptoms of 
PTSD, veterans and their families are coming to the 
VA for support, help, and answers (Wallace, 2006). 
SLPs can continue to educate health-care profession-
als such as nurses, medical technicians, medical assis-
tants, physician assistants, or any other professionals 
who encounter veterans with bTBI during scheduling, 
consultations, evaluations, and treatment sessions to 
improve consistency and proper level of care. Under-
standing the hidden symptoms of bTBI that are within 
the SLP’s scope of practice, such as cognitive impair-
ments and difficulty following directions, inattention, 
and memory deficits, could help improve the wide-
spread care of this population, as some health-care 
professionals may not have been trained to recognize 
the invisible deficits and language difficulties veterans 
may face within their daily lives (Nelson et al., 2015). 
Speech-Language Pathologists’ Scope of Practice 
It is within the SLP's scope of practice to 
advocate for individuals with TBI and their families 
as well as to educate other professionals, third-party 
payers, and legislators about the needs of individuals 
with TBI (ASHA, n.d.). It is also within the SLP’s scope 
of practice to remain informed about research within 
the area of TBI, as evidence-based practice (EBP) is 
critical and ever-changing in the therapeutic process 
(ASHA, n.d.). Staying informed about current research 
related to bTBI will not only aid in the SLP's knowledge 
but can be used to continue to enhance the education 
and knowledge of TBI with other professionals, third-
party payers, and legislators (ASHA, n.d.). In addition 
to providing education and counseling information to 
other professionals, third-party payers, and legislators, 
it is within the SLP’s scope of practice to provide 
education and counseling to individuals with TBI and 
their families (ASHA, n.d.). Education, enhancement 
of knowledge, collaboration, and counseling strategies 
related to bTBI could also benefit VA staff who 
encounter veterans with this diagnosis. 
Understanding, compassion, and collabora-
tion can create a positive environment and meaning-
ful treatment for individuals with bTBI, as some, like 
Will Chesney, have trouble communicating just what 
exactly had happened within their brain and the cog-
nitive-communication difficulties they are having (W. 
Chesney, personal communication, July 22, 2020). 
Knowing that the individual has awareness of their 
own ability and baseline-skill level, as they have com-
pleted tasks and training where many fail due to men-
tal or physical obstacles while enlisted in the military, 
can create trust. An important part of counseling is lis-
tening to and understanding the individual’s concerns 
and validating them (ASHA, n.d.). This can be done 
through thorough review and education of past and re-
cent research of bTBI and understanding the variety 
of confounding factors service members and veterans 
may have when beginning any form of treatment for 
their injuries. There are a variety of key values that 
are instilled in service members such as selflessness, 
not accepting failure, and supporting the needs of 
the group or team over personal needs (Bryden et al., 
2019). These are thought to be the building blocks of 
their mental state and hierarchy of needs throughout 
their service (Bryden et al., 2019). As these key val-
ues are important and even lifesaving while in com-
bat, seeking treatment can be thought of as accepting 
failure, and many service members and veterans may 
struggle with this change of mindset upon returning 
home (Bryden, et al., 2019). Unfortunately, the contin-
ued mindset that had saved lives in combat can be the 
demise of many veterans when seeking care. 
Importance of Collaboration, Education,  
and Research of bTBI 
The level of difficulty and delay of diagnosis 
and treatment, lack of education about bTBI, and the 
continued self-sacrificing mindset of service members 
and veterans may correlate to the current rate of suicide 
in veterans (National Veteran Suicide Prevention An-
nual Report, 2019; Richman, 2018). Veterans with 
bTBI are at an even higher risk of suicide, as veterans 
with multiple brain injuries are twice as likely to con-
sider suicide (Richman, 2018). With an average of 16.8 
veterans taking their own life each day in 2017, it is of 
utmost importance to practice and implement collabo-
ration, counseling, and the broadening of education of 
bTBI with all health-care professionals who encounter 
this population (National Veteran Prevention Annual 
Report, 2019). Within a variety of settings, including 
VA facilities, student clinicians and practicing SLPs 
can assist in the implementation of increased collab-
oration, counseling, and broadening and continuing 
education of bTBI with nurses, medical technicians, 
medical assistants, physician assistants, or any other 
health-care professionals who encounter service mem-
bers and veterans with bTBI. This consistency of care 
could range from scheduling, consultations, evalua-
tions, and treatment sessions to improve reliability and 
proper level of care to service members and veterans 
with bTBI. 
The blast itself can be quick, but what happens 
after the blast can be anything but quick. After the 
blast, many service members and veterans face a long 
recovery in many unfamiliar places, with many unfa-
miliar people, and with an unfamiliar mindset (McKee 
& Robinson, 2014). Their entire life may have shifted 
upon returning home, from their job or position to fam-
ily and friends, to their physical health and wellbeing, 
and to their brain health. They may come home with an 
inability to communicate why or how they feel “off” 
or different, as day-to-day tasks are now increasingly 
difficult for them, and they do not receive the support 
they truly need. Research related to bTBI is ongoing 
and advocating for this population as well as under-
standing the complexities of bTBI are increasingly im-
portant as it continues to be difficult to diagnose the 
source of language and cognitive deficits, which is a 
risk factor for suicide in veterans, and is not well un-
derstood by professionals (McKee & Robinson, 2014). 
As students and practicing clinicians in the field of 
speech-language pathology, continuing collaboration, 
education, and research serve to aid in improved treat-
ment for service members and veterans with a hidden 
effect of war, bTBI. 
To any currently enlisted members or veterans 
reading this, thank you for your service. 
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One day in autumn 2013, my wife Becky and I were organizing our basement when she asked, “What’s in that box?” 
“Things my dad made, but I don’t remember 
exactly,” I answered.
“The box has been here since we were married 
30 years ago. I think it’s time to open it, don’t you?” 
she said as she went upstairs.
Dad had constructed the nearly casket-size, 
outrageously heavy wooden crate to store the overflow 
of metal artwork he had made. He had reinforced the 
four vertical edges, added heavy-duty handles on the 
ends, hinged a plywood lid, bolted a hasp for a lock 
in front, and installed casters. The crate had junk atop 
years of dust. “I’d open the box if I knew where the 
key was,” I said as I wondered.
Box for Dad’s Treasures
After searching Dad’s tool closet and work-
bench, I guessed the key had to be in one of the dozens 
of glass storage jars Dad had suspended from the floor 
joists in the basement. Inside one bottle was key-re-
lated miscellany – adjustable rings, chained fobs, and 
loose and broken car and desk keys. At the bottom 
were duplicate Eagle Lock keys, joined together with 
white string, attached to a stiff but crumbled paper la-
bel. On the label, Dad had written in pencil the Arme-
nian words for the things I’ve made. He was the son 
of Armenian immigrants and before attending public 
school, spoke only Armenian. When my sisters and 
I were young, Dad insisted we attend Armenian lan-
guage school. That schooling paid off when I yelled up 
to Becky, “I think I found the key.”
Becky returned downstairs, and we giddily 
looked at one another as I put one of the copied keys 
into the lock and turned it. Miraculously, the eagle’s 
talons loosened. I removed the lock from the hasp, 
flipped it up, and opened the lid. Toward the top of the 
cavity, Dad had built a wooden frame that held three 
redwood trays he had rough-sawn. The trays were 
lined with graph paper, on which were strewn dozens 
of miscellaneous objects - drills, calipers, plastic cards 
with screw thread sizes, fingernail-size jagged metal 
fragments, jewelry, and tiny bicycle seats that Dad had 
machined but rejected. Before Becky and I removed 
the trays, we turned to one another. This was it, the 
mother lode of Dad’s metal art. With the trays now laid 
out on the floor, we spied inside the box. It was then 
that I remembered Dad had called the box by its Arme-
nian word, soondoog. Dad had packed it with his art, 
the lightest pieces toward the top. He hadn’t wrapped 
anything but positioned one item atop another and sep-
arated tiers with poster paper. Like excited children, 
Becky and I extracted the objects one at a time: solid 
brass ashtrays (nearly everyone smoked then), alumi-
num butterfly trivets, a copper demitasse cup and sau-
cer, a fist-size stainless steel teapot, and an aluminum 
baseball. Then came larger, heavier objects: a brass 
wagon with a keg and an asphalt roller, both about the 
size of a shoebox; a full-size solid aluminum baseball 
bat; and a hard-to-lift candlestick telephone made of 
copper.
For nearly two hours, Becky and I removed 
and scrutinized pieces of art from the crate and placed 
them on the concrete floor. We felt as if we were in a 
movie - Raiders of the Lost Ark or National Treasure. 
Not knowing what to do next, we left the objects and 
closed the now precious soondoog. We paused for din-
ner, then talked and talked about what to do next.
Abraham Megerdichian was born in Massachu-
setts in 1923. After graduating from Rindge Technical 
School in Cambridge, Abe enlisted in the Navy, serv-
ing for three years - or as he would have said, tinkering 
- as a ship’s cook in the Pacific during World War II. 
He returned home and worked his entire forty-year ca-
reer as a machinist at General Electric, making aircraft 
engine parts.
During my engagement with Becky, Dad made 
several presents for her. Knowing she was a tennis play-
er, he crafted a paper weight/duffel bag with a tennis rac-
quet attached. He also made her what I hoped wouldn’t 
become an ominous present, a carving knife inscribed 
with her soon-to-be married name and our wedding 
date. Unfortunately, Dad didn’t make it to our wedding 
in 1983 for he passed away only months before.
Beginning in the early 1950s, Dad scavenged 
through the scrap metal dumpster at his factory, look-
ing for odd pieces to refashion into recognizable ev-
eryday objects. Among his earliest pieces was a pair of 
adjustable-height candle holders for Mom. Each was 
composed of three detachable sections of solid brass 
- round base, column shaft, and bulb-like holder for 
the candle itself. Humorous by nature, Dad machined a 
toy truck set for me when I was only four months old: 
a solid aluminum tractor to pull three different trailers 
– a box truck, a car hauler, and a log carrier. Dad con-
tinued making his art right up until he died. By then, he 
had created several hundred objets d’art.
Dad’s motivation during his artistically prolific 
thirty-year period was to gift his creations to us family 
members for birthdays and holidays. We displayed our 
presents on wooden shelves that he designed and built 
for our living room. As time went by, older gifts were 
retired to the soondoog to make room for newer ones.
After opening the soondoog, Becky and I 
agreed that it was necessary to document and photo-
graph the collection. For about one year, I spent all 
my free time assigning each piece a unique name and 
code number, which I recorded in a spreadsheet, along 
with weights, sizes, and any background information I 
could recall. Soon thereafter, Becky and I invited my 
family to discuss what to do with the art. We present-
ed our case that Dad’s handiwork was art, and that it 
should be shown publicly. I reminded everyone that 
Dad had exhibited his art three times - twice in public 
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libraries and once in our church hall. Mom, who was 
in her 80s at the time, fondly recalled Dad’s displays, 
yet she was worried. She felt the pieces were Dad’s 
personal gifts to us and, as such, were private. I con-
tended that we owed it to others to have an opportunity 
to view Dad’s art, suggesting that we solicit a museum 
to display some of the pieces. At first, family members 
disapproved, uniting in a skeptical chorus of concerns 
about safety, security, and insurance. Mom said, “If we 
lose just one piece, I’ll simply die.” Nevertheless, we 
came to an agreement. The family would sanction my 
quest to get the items displayed, provided I resolved 
logistical issues. 
I began my search for a hosting venue by visit-
ing a local industrial museum on open-house day. Into 
my parka pocket, I put Dad’s masterpiece, his brass 
violin with horsehair bow and case, and wrapped them 
in the plastic bag my daily newspaper was delivered. I 
asked the director to allow me 30 seconds to show her 
one piece of artwork for a possible display. Amazed at 
Dad’s stunningly accurate creation, she offered to view 
the collection. Overwhelmed by the large number of 
pieces and the expert skill with which Dad had pro-
duced them, the director committed to host an exhibit.
Brass Violin with Horsehair Bow and Case
Since then, I have succeeded in getting Dad’s 
art displayed at nearly 20 venues, including the Boston 
and Providence Children’s Museums and the Museum 
of Science in Boston. Other exhibits are planned local-
ly and for as far away as Arizona. I have had articles 
published and have appeared on television and radio 
broadcasts. My goal is to get Abraham Megerdichian 
recognized as a bona fide artist and to establish a mu-
seum dedicated to his art. To help accomplish this, I 
have returned to college, pursuing a master’s degree 
in non-profit management. Finally, I have gathered a 
committed group of supporters who have tirelessly of-
fered their expertise in conservation, photography, and 
web design.
I have come far during the past eight years but 
know there is much more to be done. Opening Abe’s 
soondoog has, indeed, changed my life. Finding your 
treasure can change yours.
For more information, visit:
www.abesartwork.wordpress.com.
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When the Hawks Came
The hot, sick heat descended fast,
too early, with no Spring.
It was the summer that the hawks came,
and made themselves known.
We then took notice
of how little,
we looked up at the sky.
The virus came,
just as we had enough money
to buy the expensive shampoo,
in the green bottle.
Change was instant.
My youth sharply sealed up,
stamped in red wax,
outlined in time’s sharp edges.
The babies that we made
so that we wouldn’t leave this Earth
without ever knowing true love,
beat their wings 
despite captivity.
Their youth indestructible.
They are already gone.
Beware the doors.
The windows are locked.
The sun and air now take sips of your strength
as payment.
The price of admission.
We run for safety,
down the road untraveled,
just as we start using the shampoo 
in the green bottle.
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In 2017, 17.2% of the adolescent population in the United States reported suicidal ideation, 7.4% act-ed on suicidal thoughts, and 2.4% required medi-
cal attention following a suicide attempt (Lee & Wong, 
2020). Suicide is the third leading cause of death in 
children between the ages of 10 through 24 (Juhnke 
et al., 2006). Minority youth are defined as youth who 
have low socioeconomic status, a racial minority, or a 
sexual minority. Minority youth are predisposed to sig-
nificantly greater risk for suicidality, where suicidality 
encompasses ideation and attempting suicide. Much of 
the literature focuses on the treatment of youth expe-
riencing suicidality but does not attend to the needs 
specific to minority youth.
Compared with Caucasian, heterosexual, and 
middle-class youth, minority youth tend to internalize 
suicidality (Pisani et al., 2012). Minority youth are less 
likely to engage in help-seeking behaviors, which is 
where youth communicate and disclose suicidality with 
a trusted, supportive adult figure. Because of the so-
cial taboos, cultural taboos, and the power differentials 
between youth and adults, minority youth experience 
shame when advocating for themselves. Internalizing 
shame discourages youth from disclosing suicidality 
(Pisani et al., 2012). There are many factors that con-
tribute to the lack of help-seeking behaviors, which are 
ways youth communicate suicidality to adults, receive 
judgment from adults, have feelings of inferiority, and 
receive punitive actions. Minority youth are less likely 
to reach out for help, especially if there are no support-
ive adults in the social context.
Minority youth experience bullying, harass-
ment, and social isolation, resulting from discrimi-
nation from youth in schools. Adults, if uninformed 
about the importance of multicultural sensitivities, 
may reinforce the discrimination minority youth al-





against the panoramic 
countryside,
and the dawn light.
Standing so still 
next to 
this wild tree,
its branches twisted and leaning, 
as if it was reaching for you. 
Your raven hair
defied it with the helping
wind, blowing hard
in the opposite
direction. Your back was 
to me.
Just a sharp shape in 
black, a stoic statue,
wide leg stance, 
smoking a cigarette.




slit, so clean and severe 
against the horizon.
Common as Breath
You step smoothly for death.
Softer, aware of heel to toe 
pace and placement. Death 
is hallway carpets,
muffling any sound that disturbs.
You hush your voice and lungs 
for death. Whisper and hold 
heavy words in your mouth.
Give them slow release when You 
should scream like thunder.
You avert eyes at death. 
Look anywhere but right
at it. Look at the floor,
at your shoes. Bow your head
in awed fear and respect.
You hold death 
in your hand, alone, like it’s
a rare diamond, shocked
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Suicide intervention training for school per-
sonnel, such as teachers, paraprofessionals, school 
nurses, guidance counselors, and custodial staff, is es-
sential because these individuals are in direct contact 
with youth whether inside or outside of class. Adults 
in these positions are referred to as gatekeepers, who 
are additionally mandated reporters. Ethically, a gate-
keeper who encounters youth who express suicidality 
is required to share with an authorized mental health 
professional, who will then make a referral for psy-
chiatric treatment if necessary (American Counseling 
Association, 2014). In addition to mandated report-
ing, gatekeepers can advocate for youth in crisis, thus 
grounds for the development of skills to handle disclo-
sures is essential to save youth lives. 
Advocates for youth are identified as gentle 
and a source of comfort. The establishment of rapport 
between the student and the adult makes a difference 
in the lives of youth in their proudest and darkest mo-
ments, thereby establishing why it is so important for 
adults to receive suicide prevention trainings. Youth 
who share suicidality with school personnel trust in 
that person and choose to discuss a difficult topic. 
When youth and adults establish rapport, the likeli-
hood youth will share suicidality increases (Pisani et 
al., 2012; White, 2014). Adults can save lives with the 
proper training alongside healthy rapport with youth. 
However, ineffective intervention techniques can re-
inforce the internalization of suicidality despite the 
strength of the youth-adult relationship. 
While rapport is a protective factor against the 
initiation of a suicide attempt, there are areas where 
adults may cause unintentional harm to youth. Unin-
tentional harm caused by an adult during an interven-
tion period includes a verbal or non-verbal response 
that comes across as punitive, personal biases interfer-
ing with the intervention, and the lack of knowledge 
in protocols for referring a youth to a trained mental 
health professional. The invisible power-differential 
in the youth-adult relationship already leaves the adult 
with a disadvantage, thereby emphasizing the impor-
tance of avoiding unintentional harm through an incor-
rect intervention. 
The effects of unintentional harm adults may 
cause during youth self-disclosure of suicidal behav-
ior and how to intervene are critical points to address 
when training adults who work in youth settings. 
These adults must know how to address, assess, and 
intervene with youth who express suicidal intentions 
in their care. Instruction and practiced application of 
crisis intervention techniques are necessary for adults 
who work with youth who are in immediate crisis. In 
addition to the emphasis on proper intervention tech-
niques, the social environment must be a safe, stable 
place, free from judgment from adults, and one that can 
nurture youth, who otherwise have minimal support 
outside of school (Lee & Wong, 2020; White, 2014). 
Safety needs must be met to provide the opportunity 
for closure and security to receive support needed for 
suicidal ideations and disclosure of suicidal behavior. 
The adult, therefore, assumes the responsibility to pro-
vide the youth with the opportunity for immediacy, as-
sessment of risk, and a referral to a professional with 
clinical expertise. 
The desired outcomes from gatekeeper inter-
ventions are to help the youth receive appropriate treat-
ment, strengthen the rapport between the youth and the 
adult, and find solace in the gatekeeper following the 
a prior suicide attempt four times more than heterosex-
ual youth (Lee & Wong, 2020). Minority youth could 
attribute peers’ and adults’ attitudes toward them as an-
other reason to internalize suicidality. While minority 
youth hesitate to report suicidality, they may not have 
as many mental health resources in their communities. 
The ability to foster supportive relationships to mi-
nority youth by developing a safe, trusting rapport will 
help the youth to feel empowered; youth who do not 
form secure relationships with teachers or any school 
personnel are further disengaged from their social mi-
lieus and can contribute to an increase in mental health 
issues as a result. 
Another variable that hinders minority youth 
from seeking help from adults are prior experiences of 
adult victimization and social stigmas around suicidal-
ity (White, 2014). Social stigma around mental health 
concerns, specifically suicidality, perpetuates the nar-
rative that suicidal behaviors are a cry for help, done 
out of spite or revenge, and are selfish acts (Joiner, 
2007). Alongside social stigma, cultural stigma often 
intertwines religion, philosophy, and family values. 
Minority youth may have a difficult time reaching out 
to adults outside of their family and have an even more 
difficult time reaching out to adults within the fami-
ly dynamic. Ability to be self-reliant, invalidating the 
severity of suicidality, breaking of confidentiality, and 
fear of hospitalization are additional barriers to youth 
help-seeking behaviors (White, 2014). Alongside the 
dominant culture’s perspective on suicide, beliefs 
about suicidal behaviors are interpreted differently 
based on cultural background and religion, among oth-
er factors; thus, why it is essential that minority youth 
can form safe, stable, and supportive relationships in 
their social milieus.
Since minority youth show an increased risk 
for suicidality, and few sources address the impacts 
on adults’ abilities to help youth in crisis, the purpose 
of this article is to address the importance of suicide- 
awareness training, steps gatekeepers can take to avoid 
unintentional harm, gatekeepers as first responders to 
a youth in crisis, multiculturalism awareness in an in-
creasingly diverse world, and the recent direction in 
post-modernism perspectives with suicide intervention 
training.
Adults as Gatekeepers, Suicide Awareness  
Training, and Unintentional Harm
Safety and stability in youth-oriented settings, 
such as schools and community centers, are social mi-
lieus monitored by adults. Schools offer youth oppor-
tunities to develop academic and social skills that will 
suit them throughout their lifetime. To effectively man-
age and regulate disruptions to the environment, adults 
are gatekeepers by default who provide an appropri-
ate source of modeling and intervention for youth in 
distress. Gatekeepers are appointed personnel who in-
tervene, assess, and refer to qualified representatives 
(Pisani et al., 2012). In schools, gatekeepers commu-
nicate with professionals trained in mental health ser-
vices such as school adjustment counselors. In other 
environments, gatekeepers are coaches, pediatricians, 
and trained peers (Ewell Foster et al., 2016). While 
school adjustment counselors are trained to intervene 
with students expressing suicidal behavior, gatekeep-
ers, who are often not trained to handle immediate cri-
ses, face the challenges involved with youths’ self-dis-
closure of suicidality. 
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emotions, deters disclosure of life-saving information, 
and contributes to the establishment of an unsupport-
ive environment. When adults demonstrate the inabili-
ty to show effective communication skills with youth, 
the risk for a suicide attempt increases (Lee & Wong, 
2020; White, 2014). Modern shifts to counseling prac-
tices aim to explore factors related to multicultural dif-
ferences, which may determine how the youth chooses 
to communicate that they are in crisis. Cross-cultural 
variables are important to consider in an increasingly 
diversified world, and the inattention to these factors 
can further the power-differential on more than just the 
youth-adult perspective, but in terms of any non-dom-
inant cultural factors. 
Importance of Multiculturalism in an  
Increasingly Diverse World
LGBTQ youth disclosed suicidal behaviors 
four times more often than their heterosexual counter-
parts, and the same can be said for other minority pop-
ulations such as Asian American and African Ameri-
can youth (Lee & Wong, 2020). Differences in racial, 
cultural, and sexual identities elevated the risk of youth 
suicidal ideation and attempts. Racial and ethnic mi-
norities are not afforded opportunities in some socio-
economic climates, which leaves them disadvantaged 
in social situations in schools. This is predicated on ac-
cessibility to mental health resources, ability to access 
community supports, and form relationships with stu-
dents and adults based on discrimination practices and 
microaggressions (Pisani et al., 2012; White, 2014).
Microaggressions are any verbal or non-verbal 
behavior that perpetuates a negative cultural stereotype 
about an individual, whereas a macroaggression gen-
eralizes about an entire cultural group. For example, 
using humor inappropriately that refer to people from a 
vast array of cultural backgrounds, making generaliza-
tions about a group of students based on their cultur-
al background, or assuming an Asian American youth 
is good at mathematics based on their cultural back-
ground are aggressions toward cultural minority youth. 
Microaggressions discourage youth in crisis to share 
the suicidal behaviors they experience at the time, 
which contributes to the increase in reported suicide 
attempts in cultural minority youth (Barzilay & Apter, 
2014). Factors that hinder minority youth to seek as-
sistance from trusted adults are prior experiences of 
victimization because of microaggressions, macroag-
gressions, power differentials, and the already existing 
stigmas around talking about suicide (White, 2014). 
Stigma around mental health concerns, such 
as suicidality, is interpreted differently based on the 
youth’s family supports and cultural upbringing, which 
stunts motive to effectively advocate for help with ac-
tive suicidal ideations. Asian American youth often 
go without mental health treatment because of the 
cultural belief of shaming family for doing so (Lee & 
Wong, 2020). Alongside the disparities of stigma and 
the inaccessibility to appropriate resources for youth 
development or suicide prevention programs, youth 
who reside in rural areas frequently display heightened 
risk of suicidal ideations and attempts (White, 2014). 
Variables that contribute to the stigma of non-white, 
cisgender, and heterosexual normative characteristics 
are minority status and political injustices toward these 
minority groups. Because of the burdens and hardships 
minority youth face and the stigma of mental health 
treatment, less help-seeking behaviors are sought out, 
intervention. While youth who are confident enough to 
extend a hand for assistance in crisis, untrained adults 
allow anxiety and fear to overrule them. Situations 
where youth are informed by the adult that suicidality 
will be shared with qualified personnel to help keep 
them safe are a significant area of stress. Adults who 
do not recognize their personal discomforts associat-
ed with suicide intervention tactics may respond in-
appropriately to youth, whereby discouraging future 
help-seeking behaviors in youth. Gatekeepers are first 
responders to youth in crisis and need the toolbox ap-
propriate to successfully intervene with youth who 
volunteer suicidality.
Gatekeepers as First Responders to Youth in Crisis
The environment where adults work closely 
with youth in various roles, as instructor, mentor, or 
identified as a reliable and trusted adult, must posit 
the ability to effectively communicate with youth to 
promote healthy social and interpersonal development 
(Lee & Wong, 2020; Pisani et al., 2012; White, 2014). 
Structured social environments help youth develop 
meaningful relationships with friends and adults who 
work in these facilities. Youth often rely on adults to 
process difficulties navigating social and interpersonal 
situations that can manifest into mental health issues, 
including depression and suicidal behavior. 
Social exchanges between youth and peers are 
witnessed and supervised by adults who are respon-
sible to intervene with youth who report discomfort 
and hardship. Adults witness interactions help them re-
ceive context for the situation. Opportunities for youth 
to build relationships with peers and adults decreases 
risk of isolation, a variable identified by White (2014), 
and relates to experiences with suicidal ideation. How 
adults use rapport when intervening with youth who 
exhibit suicidal behavior can significantly decrease 
youths’ risks for suicide attempts. Where adults often 
find themselves challenged when talking with youth 
about suicidality is the adult’s inability to recognize 
their strengths and their interactions working with 
youth, which are enhanced with gatekeeper and sui-
cide intervention training.
It is important adults know how to provide 
emotional first aid to youth in crisis to help intervene. 
Interventions are both verbal and non-verbal, all of 
which either strengthen or weaken youths’ comfort 
level sharing and conversing about suicidal behaviors. 
Verbal interventions include anything an adult says in 
the disclosure, and non-verbal interventions are com-
municators that encourage youth to continue through 
their disclosure. Several verbal interventions that are 
helpful during a crisis intervention are reflecting the 
content of what the youth is saying, reflecting the feel-
ings that the youth is feeling, validating their emotions, 
practicing empathy, and developing an action plan. 
Here it is important to share with youth that they must 
refer them to professionals who can make referrals to 
keep youth safe. This is a significant area of stress and 
discomfort for adults; however, it is one of the most 
important verbal interventions used, since the failure 
to tell youth will ultimately lead to thinking another 
adult is against them.
Non-verbal communicators adults should use 
when intervening with youth are to use gentle, affirm-
ing head nods, showing attentive posture, maintaining 
proper eye contact, and not appearing distracted. Inat-
tention to the youth’s story silences invalidates their 
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appropriate verbal and non-verbal skills. Attending to 
verbal and non-verbal skills shows youth the interest, 
attentiveness, and caring the adult has toward them, 
thus strengthening the rapport. Since multicultural con-
siderations are critical to understanding minority youth 
and the disadvantages they experience, the principles 
of post-modernism should be utilized in current prac-
tice intervening with youth who express suicidality.
Reported in the 1950s through the 1980s, youth 
suicide rates tripled (Lee & Wong, 2020). As a result, 
suicide prevention programs to assist adults and stu-
dents with competence to recognize warning signs and 
proper procedure to intervene appropriately increased. 
Suicide prevention programs combatted the increased 
mortality rates of youth who died by suicide. Didactics 
taught in early suicide prevention programs formed in 
the 1980s taught skills used to support youth in crisis 
and established groundworks to facilitate suicide pre-
vention and intervention programs with shown statisti-
cal effectiveness (White, 2014). Although the intended 
purpose of most empirically based suicide prevention 
programs is to reduce risk of fatalities in youth, too 
much attention afforded to the medical model does not 
fully capture the youth’s individual experiences that 
lead to suicidal ideations and attempts. Thus, most 
suicide prevention programs that show a significant 
impact on the reduction of risk, make universal as-
sumptions about the symptomology of suicide risk, 
thereby using an all-encompassing approach that does 
not focus on the importance of multiculturalism. The 
ideology that guides suicide prevention and interven-
tion programs does not account for the importance of 
variables posited by post-modern theory. Failure to 
capture the importance of the youth’s personal nar-
rative and identity within society may create a power 
struggle and discourage youth to feel confident enough 
to ask for help.
The integrative risk and resilience model, thor-
oughly researched, has an empirical base that encom-
passes post-modern theory (Barzilay & Apter, 2014). 
This model developed from Bronfenbrenner’s bio-
ecological model, Coll’s minority youth development 
model, and Masten’s risk and resilience model under-
lines experiencing subjective reality as the primary 
source of strength (Lee & Wong, 2020). Essential to 
the integrative risk and resilience model are consider-
ations given to sociopolitical structures, microsystems, 
and the individuals’ lived experiences (Lee & Wong, 
2020). Sociopolitical factors include economic and 
minority partisanship exuberated by society, which in-
clude the effects of socioeconomic status and the barri-
ers to receiving mental health treatment. Microsystems 
consist of immediate support systems and identified 
individuals deemed significant. Individual experiences 
can be attributed to how coping strategies and mech-
anisms help to combat discrepancies. The integrative 
risk and resilience model helps personalize the experi-
ence for youth who experience suicidal ideation. When 
adults assume the role of active listener, the youth can 
fully demonstrate their expertise in their lived expe-
riences, speak for themselves, and allow the adult to 
help effectively advocate on behalf of the youth. 
Conclusion
Barriers that impact a youth’s ability and confi-
dence to disclose suicidal ideations and prior attempts 
warrant an examination into personal factors, as op-
posed to a generalized list of symptoms and procedures 
even when these are accessible to disadvantaged youth 
(Pisani et al., 2012). 
Minority youth who experience suicidal 
thoughts, but are not actively involved in mental health 
treatment, increase risk of a suicide attempt from twice 
as likely to ten times as likely (Pisani et al., 2012). This 
statistic generates risk factors different than youth who 
reside in affluent and socioeconomically advantaged 
urban developments. These youth have more accessi-
bility to resources and opportunities to form cohesive 
groups through academics and extracurriculars (Pisani 
et al., 2012). Socioeconomically disadvantaged youth 
often cannot afford mental health treatment and do not 
receive support, even when resources are available to 
them. This is a reason why gatekeeper training is im-
portant; students who do not have the accessibility to 
mental health resources outside of school can gain ac-
cess to them while they are in school. The recent shift 
that focuses more on the cultural implications of men-
tal health issues in counseling practices, classified as 
the school of thought known as post-modernism, aims 
to change the way individuals are impacted by their 
daily lived experiences based on their cultural back-
grounds.
Post-Modern Approach to  
Suicide Intervention Training
The post-modern approach in school-based set-
tings can be used to focus on enabling youth to detail a 
story based on their experiences and difficulties related 
to interpersonal issues with the intergenerational isms 
perpetuated by society (Neukrug, 2018). The detailed 
subjective storyline youth are encouraged to create is 
called a personal narrative, where the problem is ex-
ternalized, seeing that mental health issues are not ex-
clusively from inside them, but additionally as a result 
of the society of which the youth are members. When 
youth illustrate a personal narrative, the adult supports 
and empathizes with the youth’s experiences with 
being disadvantaged from sequences of prior events. 
The post-modernist, multiculturally-faceted approach 
demonstrates effectiveness with suicidal minority 
youth because of the emphasis on multiculturalism 
and diversity (Neukrug, 2018; White, 2014). Social in-
justices stratify effects on mental health and suicidal 
ideation because these central issues are unique to the 
individual. 
Post-modernism illustrates the concept that ex-
periences, not scaled to fit a canon, cannot account for 
all youths’ experiences with suicidal ideation; rather, 
it is best explained by confounding variables specif-
ic to their life experiences (Neukrug, 2018). The sub-
jectivity of reality and experiences through the youth 
are different from other youth who may be of a similar 
minority group. The issues raised in former integra-
tive counseling approaches exclude and do not devote 
attention to multicultural phenomena, fail to address 
the subjectivity of human experience, and focus on the 
conflict that is solely within the individual as opposed 
to the political environment that interferes with mental 
health issues (Lee & Wong, 2020). When details of the 
youth’s personal accounts are ignored, the confidence 
of relationships they share with supportive adults in 
schools and community-based settings are diminished, 
which yields to less reports of suicidal ideations and 
attempts (Lee & Wong, 2020; White, 2014). Interven-
tion tactics should focus on the how youth report a 
complete account of their life story by demonstrating 
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outlined by the medical model. Adults trained to rec-
ognize suicide prevention and intervention techniques 
must give power to the youth, who willingly discloses 
concerns for personal safety, to receive support for a po-
tentially dangerous outcome. If unassessed and misun-
derstood, a youth fatality by suicide may occur. Adults 
who work closely alongside youth should address the 
impacts of multiculturalism and hardships encountered 
by minority youth. Adults who develop skills to react 
appropriately and intervene in situations that present 
immediate risk of the youth’s safety may be able to save 
the lives of youth who are suicidal and contribute to the 
decrease in fatalities as a result of suicide. 
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I unsettle here in this quiet
carved out belly: its gut eats me
still. I sit on a bench too hard
for my flesh. This roof
above my head, a carcass that moves in
on my body, empty
pressure, a phantom
limb. Still, it’s the first place
I dream of as if I remember
being inside another body, carved
mother, imagining the beauty of an internal space.
In thin veins of light, my breath
exposes a film of dead
skin, blood vessels become
visible as sun filters through
my palm. I raise my hands up to see
someone. But I hear nothing,
except trees, swaying somewhere
outside, ivy racing, dust
kissing my feet in attempted forgiveness.
This holy place, this haphazard mess,
sears the ears shut:
only lids of coffins, sheltering their dead
children, know a seal this tight.
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The Bakers
In this yeast that spits, we turn 
our knuckles white and raw
like overripe peaches. In one thousand years, 
I wonder if I’ll remember how
you smelled: hickory and oaked like earth 
growing under your careful hands.
Sometimes we sneak a taste
of our humble beginnings: you claim I cut
my knee peddling too fast downhill,
as you crack an egg and it turns to gold,
or when I threw a baseball indoors, smashing 
my mother’s window, as you peel barked lips
of a vanilla stick, scraping for its silver.
In one thousand years, I hope they find us
dead, open us like cocoa beans for secrets 
of sweetness, embalm our limbs, jewel
our bare throats like queens. We’ll speak 
to our diggers in the ginger they found
near our feet. Our museum text will read:
no greater strength comes from two bodies
split to reveal how sugar is made
in their own mouths: a species learned
to harvest air and spin it to divine: 
see the village bloom in their veins.
Bowerbird
There are one thousand ways to say what the 
bowerbird does 
in his congregation, a gnarled nest of spooling 
forgotten 
bits—a hair pin, a dint of slivered foil, torn edges 
of note that might have said, it’s not you, it’s me,
like she was the one who was already splintered, half 
dangling off the page, waiting to be 
collected by someone who doesn’t mind the schism
of things, the body fractured everywhere 
like sound recoiling itself between the naked 
amber night and the punched-pearl moon: 
last known night between lovers, their air as quiet 
as the bird’s hushed wing. Like the bird, she 
displays her broken 
memories spilling from her mouth to potential mate:
drunken blue bar that swallowed her 
whole; portrait of motherless girl becoming a girl-
less mother; boy who begged for further 
touching, unwanted
body idling too close to her thoughts. Ugly thing, he 
might think, 
she is collected noise split by the wind.
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This research paper attempts to answer several 
questions: “What is the Psychology of Dance”; “Does 
dance impact humans in a positive manner?”; and 
“Does dance affect us cognitively, physically, emotion-
ally, and socially?”, or more simplified, “Can dance re-
ally make us happy?” It is believed that the origin of 
dance dates back to cave etchings found in India nearly 
9000 years ago, and, very likely earlier, although there 
is no concrete evidence. Speculation that the latter is 
true, identifies dance as part of the human fiber of an-
cient existence dating back and coinciding with the 
onset of verbal communication (Dance Facts, 2020). 
So, was dance a form of historic language? In Egypt, 
about 5,000 years ago, there is proof of tomb painting 
depicting religious ceremonies where dance existed 
(Dance Facts, 2020). Approximately 3,000 years ago 
in Greece, paintings represented a public form of dance 
garnered from images around the time of the inception 
of Greek Theatre and just prior to the ancient Olympic 
Games (Dance Facts, 2020). Dance has been around 
for an incredibly long time, yet the benefits of dance or 
the “Psychology of Dance” have only been studied and 
discovered over the past few decades.
According to Merriam-Webster’s (2000) dic-
tionary, the definition of psychology is “the science or 
study of mind and behavior in relation to a particular 
field of knowledge or activity” (para 2) and the mental 
or behavioral characteristics of an individual or group” 
(merriam-webster.com/dictionary/psychology, para 1). 
Merriam-Webster (2000) defines dance as “an act or 
instance of moving one’s body rhythmically, usually 
to music” (merriam-webster.com/dance, para 1). The 
concepts that stand out and are identified as shared 
commonalities from both of these definitions are (a) 
science and art, (b) mind and bodily movements, (c) 
group behavioral characteristics and social activity, 
and (d) rhythm and music (merriam-webster.com/dic-
tionary, 2020). In the following pages, research studies 
are presented that show scientific results identifying 
how dance benefits us mentally through cognition; be-
haviorally through emotion; socially through non-ver-
bal language; and physically through improvements 
in balance, coordination, and other bodily functions. 
Psychology and dance are related because psychology 
is about mind and behavior and dance is about cogni-
tion and movement, four interconnected concepts with 
proven causal relationships (Lovatt, 2011).
Cognitive Dance
Dance is known to improve cognitive process-
ing in several ways. Cognition is the mental processing 
of experiential learning and the translation of neuro-
logical data as part of the acquisition of knowledge, or 
the mind’s ability to think (Merriam-Webster, 2020). 
The intricacy of dance choreography and the brain’s 
need for concentration while learning the different 
movements and combinations, along with the capacity 
to memorize and repeat the choreographic movements, 
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requires complex mental processing, which attributes 
to cognitive improvement (Languipo, 2019; Lovatt, 
2011; Machado et al., 2018).
Peter Lovatt, Director of the Dance Psycholo-
gy Laboratory at the University of Hertfordshire, con-
cluded that “dancing helps the brain find new neural 
circuits benefiting the thought process and creativity” 
(Tucker, 2011, p. 2). Lovatt has posited that the motor 
cortex and the basal ganglia along with the cerebel-
lum work together when one attempts to develop and 
implement rhythmic and choreographic movements of 
dance (Bergland, 2018). Lovatt himself did not read 
until he was 22 years old, and in his Ted Talk, he de-
scribes how he translated his ability to “learn how to 
dance” with a mission of “learning how to read” (Lo-
vatt, 2011, 00:06:31). Lovatt is known for his research 
on convergent problem-solving, which is when only 
one solution is developed or required as in math or sci-
ence, as well as in divergent problem-solving, which 
is when multiple solutions are a possible conclusion. 
It is the latter type of cognitive reasoning that enhanc-
es creativity (Lovatt, 2011). Lovatt explains that when 
individuals are performing a structured dance, they im-
prove on their convergent thinking, and when individ-
uals perform a more improvisational dance, i.e., more 
creative, individuals improve on divergent thinking 
(Lovatt, 2011). In a cognitive study on social dancing 
and walking, researchers found that dance had im-
proved the cognitive domain of spatial memory, which 
is found to be important for learning dance choreogra-
phy. Dance can improve brain health and memory by 
lowering the risk of dementia by 76%, as studied at the 
Albert Einstein College of Medicine (Languipo 2019; 
Verghese et al., 2003). In this same study, dance was 
found to slow the rate of loss of volume in the hippo-
campus, which is a result of aging, and the research 
also showed that there were improvements in neural 
synapses in the brain (Exploring the Mind, 2017; Ver-
ghese et al., 2003). Also, in this study, the researchers 
found that the unique characteristics of dance versus 
the eleven different types of physical activity they 
tested, including cycling, golf, swimming, and tennis, 
resulted in only dance benefiting memory primarily 
because dance activates the mental and social connec-
tions more so than the other activities (President & Fel-
lows of Harvard College, 2020; Verghese et al., 2003). 
The benefits of dance are similar to physical exercise, 
including improved memory and heightened neuronal 
connections (President & Fellows of Harvard College, 
2020).
Emotional Dance
Dance contributes to emotional expression in 
a wide array of circumstances. Emotion can be rep-
resented by mood, which results from changes in the 
brain due to physiological or neurological demands on 
the brain (Baixauli, 2017). Emotion can be represented 
through self-expression because dance is not only an 
art form but also a form of creative movement (Lovatt 
2011; Merriam-Webster, 2020). When the body and 
mind connect through movement, the result is emotion 
in the form of changes to the brain and changes to the 
self-concept (Baixauli, 2017).
Crumbie et al. (2015) tested senior adults, who 
were identified as at-risk for or experienced depres-
sion. The goal of the study was to develop therapeutic 
interventions for depression. Crumbie et al. noted posi-
tive improvements in mood after dance therapy. Figure 
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Professional dancers were researched as part 
of a neuroscience study, and results were identified 
linking “stronger synchronization of the low theta 
frequency” in the brain with emotion, social interac-
tion, and self-awareness (Bergland, 2018, p. 1). Hanna 
Poikonen’s (2018) doctoral dissertation proposed that 
“pain, stress, anxiety, and depression” could be treated 
with dance choreography to help reduce these symp-
toms and “lessen the mental fluctuations” (p. 3).
Based on information previously cited about 
cognition, it is proven that rhythmic movement, or 
dance, connects various parts of the brain, including 
the sensory and motor circuits, and when connected 
to music, stimulates the pleasure centers of the brain 
(Krakauer 2008). The pleasure centers of the brain re-
lease hormones of serotonin and dopamine that help 
boost mood (Baixauli, 2017). Serotonin, which regu-
lates mood, and dopamine, which is associated with 
improved mood or happiness, are two hormones re-
sponsible for diminishing the production of cortisol, 
known as the stress hormone, as well as disconnecting 
the amygdala, which when connected, stimulates emo-
tions like fear (Baixauli, 2017; Exploring the Mind, 
2017). According to Harvard Health Publishing (2020), 
there are ‘neurochemical benefits of aerobic exercise” 
(para 7), and since dance is considered a form of aero-
bic exercise, it has been proven that dance can help “re-
duce the body’s stress hormones known as adrenaline 
and cortisol” (Harvard Health, 2020, para. 7). Dance 
also “stimulates the brain’s production of endorphins, 
the chemicals that are the body’s natural pain reducers 
and mood elevators” (Harvard Health, 2020, para. 7). 
The completion of a workout or a run can result with a 
“runner’s high”, which is described as the emotion one 
feels after aerobic exercise. These are feelings associ-
ated with happiness, “relaxation and optimism” (Har-
vard Health, 2020, para. 7). Thayer et al. (1994) proved 
that exercise seems to be the most effective mood-reg-
ulating behavior to enhance and improve emotion, i.e., 
boost mood, and he and his colleagues determined that 
music was a close second. Dance that combines exer-
cise and music was tested in a study done in Warsaw, 
Poland, and the results found that HT (hedonic tone) 
was high, meaning that the subjects were pleased, opti-
mistic, and happy; this occurred when the participants 
had experienced recreational dance (Zajenkowski et 
al., 2014). In this same study when testing competitive 
dancers, it was found that their HT (hedonic tone) was 
38 • The Graduate Review • 2021 Bridgewater State University The Graduate Review • 2021 • 39Bridgewater State University
lower after dancing because of the competitive nature 
of the dance, and the subjects were more focused on 
their performance than on the enjoyment (Zajenkowski 
et al., 2014). A University of New York study on DMT 
(dance movement therapy) found positive variance in 
subjects after dancing versus cycling, as the dancers 
had “significant improvements in emotional well-be-
ing” (Campion & Levita, 2013, p. 142).
Social Dance
Dance is often done in a social setting, whether 
in a group, in pairs, or as a community coming together 
(Dance Facts, 2020). There are many types of danc-
es that are considered social dances. The Rumba, Cha 
Cha, and Salsa all originated in Cuba; the Merengue 
came from the Dominican Republic, the Foxtrot from 
the United States; the Waltz from Europe; and the Tan-
go from Buenos Aires. These are known also as ball-
room dances and are historically done in couples or 
pairs (Tejeda, 2020). Traditionally, dance has cultural 
roots and special rituals that date back to ancient times, 
whether related to certain tribes or families, specific 
religious ceremonies, or various geographic regions 
(Dance Facts, 2020). The historic and cultural dances 
are referred to as folk dances, with a long list across 
the entire world including the Polka, Irish Step, Fan-
dango, Hora, Kolo, Square Dance, and many more 
(Dance Facts, 2020). These traditional and cultural 
folk dance experiences are often performed as part of 
a celebration, where dance is the integral part of these 
social gatherings. Some examples include weddings, 
baptisms, bat and bar mitzvahs, and other important 
celebrations (Dance Facts, 2020).
The social connection made during these danc-
es impacts the human spirit in a variety of ways. It 
brings people together with loved ones and introduces 
them to new people, creating more opportunities for 
human connections (Exploring the Mind, 2017). It 
is sometimes a form of communication; there are no 
words, only rhythmic movement of two or more peo-
ple in unison and often to music (Lovatt, 2011). Ac-
cording to Dance Facts (2020), “dancing remains one 
of the most expressive forms of communications that 
we know” (para. 1). A study at the University of Der-
by gave patients, who suffered from depression, Sal-
sa lessons over the course of nine weeks, and at the 
end of the study, the patients showed an increase in 
endorphins and self-confidence as a result of the “so-
cial interaction, physicality of exercise, and cognitive 
complexity of choreography” (Anderson, 2010, p. 42). 
Humans are sensitive to the movement of others and 
gain pleasurable benefits, especially from watching 
others dance (Krakauer, 2008).
We have evolved as a species to “dance in syn-
chronized unison” which impacts how we “think and 
interact” with each other socially (Bergland, 2018, p. 2).
Physical Dance
Dance is a form of exercise that has been known 
to strengthen the physical body by toning muscles and 
enhancing flexibility (Harvard Health Publishing, 
2020). Exercise is proven as a prevention method and 
deterrent of heart diseases such as hypertension and 
arteriosclerosis, diabetes, osteoporosis, and obesity 
(Harvard Health Publishing, 2020).
A study done on a 39-year-old male, who had a 
disease known as cerebellar atrophy or shrinking of the 
brain, suffered for 15 years with a number of physical 
limitations. After an 8-week dance program, research-
ers documented his improvements of balance, postur-
al stability, gait characteristics, and functional mobil-
ity (Bergland 2018). Studies on Parkinson’s disease, 
which is a movement disorder, have shown that after 
dance therapy, participants gained improvement in bal-
ance, gait, and upper extremity function (Lovatt, 2011; 
President & Fellows of Harvard College, 2020). Peter 
Wayne, Ph.D., is the Interim Director at Osher Center, 
Harvard Medical School and Brigham and Women’s 
Hospital. Wayne is known for studying the efficacy of 
Tai Chi, and what he calls a “more ritualized, structured 
form of dance” (President & Fellows of Harvard Col-
lege, 2020, p. 5). Wayne has found that participants in 
his studies who did Tai Chi not only improved “strength 
and flexibility” but also “achieved balance capabilities 
that were two times better than weightlifters and four 
times better than those who stretched” (President and 
Fellows of Harvard College, 2020, p. 5).
Summary
Dance is an aerobic exercise and an expressive 
art form that benefits the mind, body, and spirit. This 
article demonstrates that transformations happen to 
the brain and body, resulting in improvements to the 
human species in four main ways: cognitively, emo-
tionally, socially, and physically. There are also signifi-
cant changes to the chemical reactions of the brain that 
cause release of endorphins like serotonin and dopa-
mine, the “feel-good” hormones. Dance has been re-
searched to help improve depressive episodes in the el-
derly, decrease dementia and enhance spatial memory, 
and improve balance and strength in Parkinson’s pa-
tients. Dance is social in nature, a form on non-verbal 
communication between couples or groups of people, 
whether in a religious ceremony, a celebratory event, 
or a casual setting. Dance has complex choreography, 
and the cognitive process of learning and repeating the 
movements improve neural transmission in the brain. 
Dance not only seems to make us happy, but it also 
improves our overall health and wellness. At this time 
of your lives, more than ever, you should kick up your 
heels and dance (Anderson, 2010).
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Social-Emotional  







I have always been interested in music, and my 
teaching career began with teaching private lessons in 
high school. I was involved with everything musical 
in high school, and I attended the Greater Hartford 
Academy for the Performing Arts in my senior year. 
This Connecticut school was a wonderful experience 
and being around musicians, dancers, and actors was 
where I wanted to be. All my music teachers in my 
high school years were great, but my band director, 
John Mills, was really the one who taught me the most 
about music and life. He was a significant role mod-
el who first inspired me to become a better musician 
and a better person. Later in life, he eventually inspired 
me to become a music teacher. When confronted with 
tricky situations, I often think about what he would do.
After high school, I attended Berklee College 
of Music in Boston, Massachusetts, and I also start-
ed directing musicals at Bentley College in Waltham, 
Massachusetts. The relationships I formed during this 
period were beneficial to my success early in my career.
Several years after graduation, I went back to 
school at Westfield State University in Westfield, Mas-
sachusetts to earn my degree in Music Education and 
my teaching license. That is when my professional 
teaching career really began. My cooperating teacher 
in my student teaching experience, Pat Kennedy, was 
another great mentor. He inspired me as Mr. Mills had 
done earlier in my life, only this time, it was more 
about teaching and more about the students. 
I currently teach music in an elementary school 
in Middleboro, Massachusetts, where I teach general 
music, first through fifth grade. I also teach beginning 
band to fifth graders.
Given my passion for music and music edu-
cation, I originally felt that teaching music should be 
an easy path. However, as in most teaching positions, 
the realities of students, schools, and society add many 
challenges to the experience. Students come to my mu-
sic class with a wide variety of academic, social, and 
emotional needs. It has become very apparent to me 
that teaching the music content is secondary to meet-
ing my students where they are. Getting to know my 
students has proven to be paramount. 
Music is a valuable component of a well-round-
ed education. As a music teacher, I continually strive 
to help my students develop their musical literacy, par-
ticipate in active music making, and express their cre-
ative ideas. At the same time, I attempt to support the 
social, emotional, and learning needs of all students. 
Music class can be a place where the social and emo-
tional benefits of making music become available to 
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students. The expressive arts, in general, have been 
noted to aid in the overall wellbeing of an elementa-
ry school student. I have noticed that music class can 
be a haven for some students who are struggling emo-
tionally to get through the day. Music engages students 
in communicating ideas and emotions that may not be 
easy to communicate with words alone. 
When we teach our subject matter at the ele-
mentary school level, we have the added task of moti-
vating and enticing students to be interested in music 
activities. Unlike in high school, our music classes are 
not filled with students who chose to study music. As 
an elementary school music teacher, I understand that 
my role is to guide students to build their relationship 
with music. This is not always easy. I have taught what 
I thought were interesting and fun music lessons that 
fell flat because my students did not find them inter-
esting or had other things on their minds. I have seen 
some students come to class not ready to focus on mu-
sic no matter how engaging the lesson. 
Music teachers are trying to fit so much content 
into the forty-five-minute period, while at the same 
time, trying to make it a fun experience for the stu-
dents to look forward to. The problem for many music 
teachers is to find a way to comfort and console stu-
dents coming in with social and emotional challenges. 
This needs to be done early enough and throughout the 
short time frame so that these students can still have a 
rewarding music experience.
Some of our students need specific help with 
their social and emotional skill set. It is also true that 
all students can benefit from learning social and emo-
tional strategies. The issue has been addressed in my 
school through a social-emotional learning program 
provided by the guidance counselors. Social-emotional 
learning (SEL) is the process of developing self-aware-
ness, self-control, and interpersonal skills that are es-
sential for school, work, and life. The Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 
website (https://casel.org/what-is-sel/) describes SEL 
as the process through which children and adults un-
derstand and manage emotions, set and achieve posi-
tive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish 
and maintain positive relationships, and make respon-
sible decisions. 
There are facets of SEL that may seem outside 
the content area of music class. However, we should 
try to educate the whole child. I need to try to reach 
the child who worries or feels left out. I need to try to 
reach the child who feels overconfident and uses their 
skill as an excuse to leave others out. SEL has become 
a recurring theme in my school, and it is for a good 
reason. Schools are responding to an increase in stu-
dents with difficult behaviors or trauma-based needs. 
Schools are responding to the need to prepare students 
for a rapidly changing world. The rise in the use of 
technology has possibly contributed to the lack of per-
son-to-person connections, self and social awareness, 
and overall relationships and social skills. Regardless 
of the cause, the need for SEL is significant.
Review of the Literature
To gain a better understanding of how SEL can 
be incorporated and supported in music classrooms, 
this literature review will begin with a thorough ex-
ploration of SEL, starting with some historical and 
theoretical background. Next, research studies and lit-
erature on SEL in schools, in teacher education, and in 
music education will be explored.
Historical and Theoretical Background of SEL
In his book, Educating Minds and Hearts: So-
cial Emotional Learning and the Passage into Adoles-
cence, Jonathan Cohen (1999) provided a brief history 
of social and emotional learning, calling it “a new label 
for an educational tradition that has existed – in one 
form or another – since the inception of formal educa-
tion 3000 years ago” (p. 1). For Cohen, education has 
involved teaching students about their culture and how 
to manage themselves in social relations since ancient 
times. Cohen shared how in the first half of the 20th 
century, a growing interest in social and emotional de-
velopment began to appear. He wrote about how John 
Dewey and the progressive educational movement 
proposed the idea to understand the “whole child,” 
including social and emotional functioning. Cohen 
pointed out how pioneers of progressive education like 
John Dewey, Maria Montessori, Felix Adler, and Ru-
dolf Steiner aimed to make education more relevant 
to the child’s social and emotional experiences, their 
interests, strengths and weaknesses, and coping strate-
gies (Cohen, 1999).
Cohen (1999) described a surge of interest in 
social and emotional learning in the 1960s. During this 
time, the affective education movement popularized 
cultivating emotional abilities in the classroom. Cohen 
also believed the civil rights movement and the wom-
en’s movement furthered awareness of the importance 
of emotional and social life and led “generations of 
students and professionals alike to learn more about 
psychosocial development, human diversity and the 
human (and inhumane) ways that we treat ourselves 
and one another” (Cohen, 1999, p. 9). 
St. John (2010) wrote about the social aspects 
of learning and music education. She wrote about two 
theorists and their views on learning strategies in so-
cial contexts: Bandura (1977) and Vygotsky (1978). 
In the 1970s, Bandura developed social learning the-
ory and examined how “psychological functioning is 
a continuous, reciprocal interaction between personal, 
behavioral and environmental determinants” (Ban-
dura, 1977, p. 194). Social learning theory defined 
unique cognitive processes: vicariousness (observing 
and modeling the behaviors of others), representation 
(preserving experiences for future behavior using sym-
bols), and self-regulation (interpreting teacher-present-
ed tasks and adjusting the challenge to self-perceived 
skill). These cognitive processes are facilitated by the 
presence and contribution of others (St. John, 2010). 
Vygotsky (1978) used a concept called the zone 
of proximal development to discuss how actual devel-
opmental levels of children vary, depending on wheth-
er we look at their independent problem-solving level 
or their problem-solving level when guidance is pres-
ent. Vygotsky wrote, “The zone of proximal develop-
ment defines those functions that have not yet matured 
but are currently in an embryonic state” (1978, p. 86). 
He discussed the idea of social context (adult or peer 
guidance) facilitating the learning process. The social 
context became an important feature of learning in this 
view. He wrote, “Children can imitate a variety of ac-
tions that go well beyond the limits of their own capa-
bilities. Using imitation, children are capable of doing 
much more in collective activity or under the guidance 
of adults” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88). 
In the 1990s, Gardner (1993) first began to de-
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velop his theory of multiple intelligences. Gardner’s 
intelligences included: musical, bodily kinesthetic, 
logical-mathematical, linguistic, spatial, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal (Gardner, 1993). In 1995, Goleman’s 
book Emotional Intelligence further affirmed and rec-
ognized the importance of social-emotional competen-
cies (Goleman, 1995 as cited in Cohen, 1999). These 
trends in interest in the social-emotional dimensions of 
intelligence show a growing interest in SEL. As Cohen 
(1999) shared, “It is only in recent years that more and 
more educators are suggesting SEL needs to be a rec-
ognized and respected form of learning in and of itself” 
(p. 8).
CASEL and SEL
The term “social and emotional learning” 
emerged as a framework in 1994, when a group of re-
searchers, educators, and child advocates attended a 
meeting hosted by the Fetzer Institute to address con-
cerns about ineffective school programming and a lack 
of coordination between programs at the school level. 
The group formed the Collaborative for Academic, So-
cial, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) with the goal 
of establishing high-quality, evidence-based social and 
emotional learning (SEL) as an essential part of pre-
school through high school education. Today, CASEL 
continues to provide information and resources on SEL 
and sets standards for evidence-based programs, guid-
ed implementation in districts and schools, and con-
ducted research on SEL, academic achievement, and 
other positive outcomes (CASEL, 2020a).
CASEL defines SEL as the process through 
which children and adults learn to develop healthy 
identities, identify and manage emotions, set and 
achieve positive goals, demonstrate empathy for oth-
ers, establish and maintain positive relationships, and 
make responsible decisions. SEL is the process of 
developing social and emotional competencies. CA-
SEL and SEL researchers identify five SEL core com-
petencies: self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible deci-
sion-making. Self-awareness is described as the abil-
ity to recognize one’s own emotions, thoughts, and 
values and their influence on behavior. This would 
include understanding one’s strengths and limitations 
and developing a sense of confidence and optimism. 
Self-management is described as the ability to regulate 
one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effectively 
in different situations. This includes managing stress, 
controlling impulses, motivating oneself, and setting 
and working toward achieving personal and academic 
goals. Social awareness is described as the ability to 
take the perspective of and empathize with others from 
diverse backgrounds and cultures; to understand social 
and ethical norms for behavior; and to recognize fami-
ly, school, and community resources and supports. Re-
lationship skills are described as the ability to establish 
and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships with 
diverse individuals and groups. This includes commu-
nicating clearly, listening actively, cooperating, resist-
ing inappropriate social pressure, negotiating conflict 
constructively, and seeking and offering help when 
needed. Responsible decision-making is described as 
the ability to make constructive and respectful choices 
about personal behavior and social interactions while 
considering ethical standards, safety concerns, social 
norms, the consequences of various actions, and the 
well-being of self and others (CASEL, 2020b).
Research Studies Showing a Positive Outcome  
for SEL
Durlak et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analy-
sis of 213 studies on school-based, universal SEL pro-
grams for kindergarten through high school students. 
The study found SEL participants showed improved 
social and emotional skills, attitudes, behaviors, and 
academic performance. 
Yang et al. (2018) examined the association 
between SEL and student engagement in schools. The 
results showed SEL factors including the teaching of 
social and emotional competencies, teacher-student 
relationships, and student-student relationships asso-
ciated significantly with cognitive-behavioral engage-
ment at the student level. The results showed these 
SEL factors associated significantly with emotional 
engagement at both the student and school levels, with 
association to teacher-student relationship being the 
strongest. The study suggests systematic and quality 
instruction of SEL skills, and the establishment of a 
caring, safe, and cooperative school-wide environment 
are an important consideration when promoting stu-
dent engagement (Yang et al., 2018). 
Action Research on SEL and  
Teacher Implementation
Several research studies have focused on teach-
er implementation of SEL. Studies focused on teachers 
integrating SEL into a language arts curriculum, the 
teaching of SEL standards in classrooms, the incorpo-
ration of SEL strategies into lesson plans and lessons 
during teacher practicums, and the relationship be-
tween arts education and SEL.
San Antonio (2018) conducted a collabora-
tive action research project to implement SEL in a 
high-poverty, rural elementary school in northeastern 
United States. SEL was an integrated component of a 
new core curriculum for language arts to address the 
school’s state-mandated need to improve test scores. 
San Antonio’s study reported students achieved the 
testing benchmark a year after the curriculum was im-
plemented. The study also focused more on the process 
teachers and students experienced throughout. In this 
study, the new curriculum required teachers to “facil-
itate highly participatory classroom conversations in 
which students formulate and articulate their points 
of view on complex interpersonal, affective, and so-
cietal issues” (San Antonio, 2018, p. 29). This created 
what the author called a “developmental, reciprocal 
process” (San Antonio, 2018, p. 40) in which teach-
ers and students became more comfortable addressing 
cultural differences and social issues they encountered 
in the language arts curriculum literature. Students 
were more comfortable and eager to share their own 
concerns, views, and questions. A teacher in the study 
summed up the key important learning from the proj-
ect: “You have to learn your students. Know where 
your students are coming from – the conditions of their 
lives-…what you know about them you can integrate 
in the class so that you can speak to the issue they are 
dealing with” (San Antonio, 2018, p. 40). The overall 
benefit of the study was “teachers began a conversa-
tion with their students and each other, and this led to 
new ways of thinking about their practice, classroom 
interactions, and their students’ abilities” (San Anto-
nio, 2018, p. 42).
Martinez (2016) studied how teachers develop 
and implement SEL in their classrooms and school. 
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Martinez used a practitioner-driven methodology in 
which the teachers engaged in an action-reflection pro-
cess to identify students’ needs, designed a plan to ad-
dress them, and then reflected again on what worked 
well and what needed to be adapted. Martinez found 
implementing the reflection-action process had a pos-
itive effect on students’ social and emotional skills 
and teachers’ professional and personal development. 
Some positive outcomes teachers reported included: 
student-led solutions, self-management strategies, and 
improvement in emotional literacy. Teachers also re-
ported gaining a shared SEL language, feeling empow-
ered to address SEL issues during instruction time, and 
realizing SEL is not an add-on program but a founda-
tion to learning. The study also revealed the follow-
ing challenges to implementing SEL: time constraints, 
planning and scheduling conflicts, the need for differ-
entiation in SEL, and the need for additional profes-
sional development (Martinez, 2016).
Sugishita and Dresser (2019) examined the 
use of SEL strategies by preservice teachers in their 
field experience after an initial month of SEL semi-
nar instruction. The purpose of the study was to ex-
amine how effectively preservice teachers (PSTs) used 
the strategies they learned in the seminar. The specific 
SEL strategies incorporated into the seminar included: 
active engagement in learning, equitable access in in-
struction (diversity strategies and differentiation), and 
learner-centered classroom discipline (positive and 
caring discipline strategies). The results of the study 
showed PSTs were able to use all the targeted strategies 
but in varying degrees. PSTs used positive discipline 
strategies most frequently and then active engagement, 
diversity scaffolds, and differentiation (Sugishita & 
Dresser, 2019). 
Farrington & Shewfelt (2020) reported on a re-
search project conducted by Farrington et al. (2019) 
with the University of Chicago Consortium on School 
Research and Ingenuity, a Chicago art education ad-
vocacy organization, investigating the relationship be-
tween arts education and SEL. The study showed arts 
learning experiences helped develop social-emotional 
competencies. The authors proposed a theory for how 
arts learning experiences help develop students’ SEL 
competencies. They discussed arts education as con-
sisting of many smaller experiences, each having a 
social-emotional component to them. They cautioned 
that arts education does not automatically provide so-
cial-emotional competencies, but it has the potential 
to do this. They identified the importance of develop-
mental, experiential opportunities. As students observe 
their environment, interact with others, and make sense 
of their experience, they also develop patterns of be-
havior, thought, and feeling. The researchers identified 
10 action/reflection, developmental experiences that 
contribute to learning and development. Encounter-
ing, tinkering, choosing, practicing, and contributing 
are the five action experiences. Describing, evaluating, 
connecting, envisioning, and integrating are the five 
reflection experiences. They suggest teachers provide 
action/reflection experiences and pay close attention to 
how students are engaging socially and emotionally in 
art practice for these experiences to have the potential 
to encourage social-emotional growth. The study also 
recommended teachers keep the social-emotional con-
text in mind by promoting positive interactions, creat-
ing safe spaces, and helping student process challenges 
while participating in the arts (Farrington et al., 2019; 
Farrington & Shewfelt, 2020).
SEL and Culturally Responsive Teaching
SEL includes social awareness as one of the 
five core competencies. Some researchers have want-
ed to discover whether SEL is culturally responsive. 
Barnes (2019) analyzed the use of SEL interventions 
in urban schools as well as the use of culturally re-
sponsive strategies. The study revealed that few of the 
SEL interventions used incorporated culturally respon-
sive strategies. None addressed racism and its role in 
student well-being. Barnes discussed how the use of 
culturally responsive strategies would be important to 
SEL and defined culturally responsive SEL as “utiliz-
ing the lived experiences and frames of reference of 
students to reinforce and teach SEL competencies” 
(Barnes, 2019, p. 600). 
There is a need for both SEL and cultural-
ly responsive SEL training for teachers today. Do-
nahue-Keegan et al. (2019) called for the systematic 
integration of culturally responsive SEL in all teach-
er preparation programs in Massachusetts. Although 
many states have adopted SEL standards or guidelines 
for the implementation of SEL in school districts, the 
authors pointed out only a small handful of U.S. higher 
education institutions integrate SEL into their teach-
er preparation programs. Fewer integrate SEL and the 
culturally responsive teaching (CRT) approach. The 
authors made the case for an integrated approach to 
SEL and CRT (SEL/CRT) in teacher education pro-
grams. Although social awareness is an aspect of SEL, 
the authors stated the approach might not be effective 
if it is used to focus on individual mental health rather 
than examining the cultural contexts surrounding them. 
Donahue-Keegan et al. wrote, “Integrating the focus of 
SEL with CRT helps widen this lens as the sociopolit-
ical awareness of CRT helps in cross-pollinating SEL 
with a more equity-based mindset” (2019, p. 154).
SEL and Music Education
The topic of SEL in music education can be 
found in research articles in several prominent music 
education journals. While some articles focus more on 
the SEL aspects of music activities, others focus on the 
need for SEL to effectively teach music. 
There are numerous music educators who feel 
music classroom learning already incorporates so-
cial-emotional learning. Varner (2020) discussed how 
music education programs provide opportunities to 
learn the five competencies of SEL. Activities such 
as improvisation, ensemble playing and singing, and 
defining emotions with music can be used to develop 
SEL in music classrooms. Varner provided specific ex-
amples for each of the five competencies. 
Varner (2020) viewed self-awareness as sup-
ported in music when helping students recognize and 
focus on their skills, talents, and abilities. Music teach-
ers help students recognize their accomplishments, 
the successful effort required, and how they overcame 
challenges. 
According to Varner (2020), social awareness 
is supported in music through activities integrating ap-
preciation of diversity, respect, and empathy. Listening 
to peer performances in class or listening to a variety 
of cultural performances are common examples. Com-
munity or collaborative activities in music class also 
serve this competency. Varner also gave specific music 
class examples. Classroom percussion activities often 
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focus on multicultural music and can include opportu-
nities for students to perform with respect for others 
and themselves. Circle games help students practice 
thinking and careful listening while fostering commu-
nication skills. They also are often multicultural and 
collaborative in nature. Folk songs can be used to help 
students understand the perspective of another person 
or culture (Varner, 2020).
Varner (2020) saw responsible decision-mak-
ing taking place in music classes, where teachers in-
corporate process-based activities. Individual or col-
laborative work on creative projects requires students 
to make decisions, use critical-thinking, and consider 
how their decisions affect the project or the group. Per-
forming arts also require students to use responsible 
decision-making when using equipment or working in 
performance spaces (Varner, 2020). 
Self-management includes managing behav-
ior; identifying emotions; using impulse control; and 
developing coping skills, goal setting, and organiza-
tional skills. Varner (2020) stated general music ac-
tivities often require these skills. Planned classroom 
performances and presentations require goal setting, 
time management, and self-control. Singing warm-
ups, breathing exercises, practicing small sections and 
building up to the larger goal, and identifying emotions 
in a musical work are all examples supporting this SEL 
competency (Varner, 2020).
According to Varner (2020), relationship skills 
are inherent in music classes, when students make mu-
sic together or cooperate on music projects. Students 
enter personal relationships with others when music 
classes focus on activities such as singing or instru-
ment ensembles, group movement activities, or musi-
cal drama. These activities are cooperative in nature 
and help to promote a positive public spirit (Varner, 
2020).
Hendricks et al. (2014) examined research on 
creating effective learning environments and made 
recommendations for creating a safe space for learning 
in music. They provided specific teacher attitudes and 
behaviors to nurture trust and respect to encourage ex-
perimentation, risk taking, and self-expression. In their 
research on motivation, creativity, and psychology, 
they found essential elements to consider. They found 
musical engagement is fostered when learning envi-
ronments treat students as unique individuals, focus on 
progress and effort, and provide students with owner-
ship over their musical development. They discovered 
competition has a negative effect on personal expres-
sion and creative freedom in the music classroom, 
while students’ personal interests support expression 
and creativity. Their research showed positive teach-
er feedback, which is informative rather than evalua-
tive, promotes a joy and love of music and creativity. 
They discussed how music is a learnable skill not just 
a talent. It can be taught when teachers provide more 
experiences of personal expression and “autonomous, 
self-directed learning” (Hendricks et al., 2014, p. 37). 
The research article from Hendricks et al. is relevant to 
SEL because it shows practical examples of how SEL 
competencies could be supported in a music classroom.
Hendricks et al. (2014) offered five strategies 
for music educators to create a safe space. They rec-
ommend to:
 • listen and be emotionally present;
 • use ability-appropriate and challenging situ-
ations to encourage and stimulate students, 
but focus on the challenge at hand rather 
than competition;
 • educate others about creating a safe space, 
both through words and through modeling;
 • be sensitive to the relationship between stu-
dents’ musicality and their personal life;
 • [recognize] some instruction must be uncon-
ventional. (p. 38) 
Hendricks et al. believe these five strategies 
serve to create safe spaces supportive of all learners.
Gurgel (2015) examined the importance of 
building strong teacher-student relationships in music 
classrooms. Although not specifically about SEL, the 
article is relevant to building the SEL competencies of 
social awareness and relationship skills in music class-
es. Like Donahue-Keegan et al. (2019), Gurgel sup-
ported culturally responsive SEL. Gurgel suggested 
a positive teacher-student relationship is important to 
creating an engaging climate, particularly in culturally 
diverse classrooms. The strategies she suggested for 
building positive, cross-cultural teacher-student rela-
tionships include becoming culturally competent as 
a teacher, taking responsibility for initiating positive 
relationships, caring for students’ cultural understand-
ings and values, creating an environment where stu-
dents act as equal contributors, and continuing to focus 
on ensuring students’ musical achievement (Gurgel, 
2015).
Edgar (2013) affirmed the view that music edu-
cation activities already being used have SEL opportu-
nities. The examples from his research article include 
improvisation activities for self-awareness and expres-
sion, ensemble playing/singing for self-control and so-
cial awareness, and the identification of emotions in 
music as a path to increasing emotional vocabulary and 
empathy. Edgar discussed the importance of SEL for 
many students facing social and emotional challeng-
es that affect their daily functioning. Edgar reviewed 
SEL professional development in general education 
and strongly recommended providing music teachers 
with similar professional development in SEL. Edgar 
concludes: 
Students’ social and emotional challenges can 
outline areas in which music teachers require 
further education. Incorporating quality PD ad-
dressing SEL specific techniques for helping 
students achieve social and emotional com-
petence could help meet the needs of music 
teachers and students alike. (2013, pp. 34-35)
In his book, Music Education and Social Emo-
tional Learning: The Heart of Teaching Music, Edgar 
(2017) addresses how music educators can utilize SEL 
to maximize music learning and, at the same time, sup-
port a student’s social and emotional growth. The book 
provides activities suited to this goal. As in his research 
article on music education PD and SEL, Edgar states 
music teachers would do well to incorporate SEL. In 
answering the question, “Why Music and SEL?”, he 
writes how students value the social, musical, and 
emotional elements of music classrooms; music class-
rooms are rich interpersonal, social, and emotional en-
vironments; and music teachers could be an asset in 
helping students with SEL (Edgar, 2017). 
Conclusion and Implications for Future Research
This paper has analyzed the literature and stud-
ies on SEL and SEL and music education. The over-
all theme of SEL teacher education is apparent in the 
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number of studies and articles aimed at providing 
teachers with the skills necessary to incorporate SEL 
competencies into their lessons and classrooms. SEL 
as a necessary component of classrooms today has 
been discussed. The success of SEL programs has been 
shown in the studies reviewed. The idea for SEL to 
incorporate strategies from CRT has been suggested 
as a key factor in implementing these programs. Due 
to the lack of SEL training for teachers discussed in 
several studies and articles, a study to analyze music 
teachers’ awareness of SEL, their current use of these 
strategies, and their view of implementing additional 
SEL strategies would be valuable. Research studies on 
music education and SEL would help in this endeavor. 
Information about the practical use of SEL strategies 
by music teachers would be valuable for professional 
development and music education courses.
My work on this paper has affirmed SEL is not 
only a valuable tool for music teachers but also an es-
sential one. Great teachers over the years have known 
this and created learning environments that help stu-
dents in their ability to understand themselves and 
others. This student-centered aspect of music teaching 
must go along with the content being taught. In many 
ways, SEL is more important than the content. For mu-
sic teachers, the impression you leave on your students 
as a role model/teacher is more important than any 
musical skills with which they can walk away. Music 
education should inspire students to understand and 
express themselves. The SEL aspects of music may be 
numerous, but the ability to teach music in a way that 
continually supports SEL in music classrooms today is 
a goal worth pursuing.
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Food Insecurity  
Among Those 
Living with  




A wealth of research has been conducted on the individual issues of food insecurity, socioeco-nomic status, and living with mental illness, 
but to date, there is a dearth of research that examines 
all of these factors (McLaughlin et al., 2012; Pryor et 
al., 2016). This literature review aims to review the in-
tersectional relationship between food insecurity, so-
cioeconomic status, and serious mental illness as they 
apply to the United States. This review will then assess 
the negative impact these factors have had upon vul-
nerable populations living in Massachusetts.
Serious Mental Illness
Serious mental illness is defined as a mental, 
emotional, or behavioral disorder that results in serious 
impairment of one’s daily activities and altered percep-
tions (Afulani et al., 2018). Serious mental illness can 
manifest at any time and impact anyone. It is estimat-
ed that 46% of Americans will experience at least one 
mental health condition as described in the Diagnostic 
Statistical Manual (DSM) according to Anakwenze 
and Zuberi (2013). The researchers attribute the high 
rate of diagnosis with the stress of modern life. Specif-
ically, urban poverty and mental health are exacerbated 
by mounting economic pressure, low-income jobs, and 
employment insecurity. As a result, individuals may 
experience emotional distress and may utilize mal-
adaptive coping strategies.
Those who struggle with maintaining their 
mental health often experience stigma, shame, and 
misinformation. Culturally, mental health conditions 
are often seen as taboo, which can result in choosing to 
ignore one’s mental health and failing to obtain treat-
ment. It is at this point that psychoeducation and re-
source distribution can be most important (Lay et al., 
2012).
Food Insecurity
Food insecurity is defined as insufficient or un-
reliable access to healthy, nutritionally suitable foods 
that enable an individual or family to live a healthy, 
active life (Durward et al., 2019; Pryor et al., 2016). 
Healthy foods include ingredients that are high in fiber 
and whole grain, fruits and vegetables, and lean meats. 
Unfortunately, these foods are often more expensive 
and tend to have a shorter shelf life when compared to 
more processed foods (Durward et al., 2019). 
Food insecurity is experienced by individuals 
and families across the United States. According to 
Fiese et al. (2014), 4.2 million households with chil-
dren subsist on an inadequate amount of food. Feed-
ing America, the nation’s largest food pantry network, 
includes a total of 200 food banks that served over 37 
million people in 2010 (Fiese et al., 2014). In 2019, the 
Massachusetts Greater Boston Food Bank provided 
nearly 21 million meals through over 800 food pan-
tries, meal programs, and shelters across the Common-
wealth (Massachusetts Emergency Food Assistance 
Program, 2020).
There is a tendency to conflate living with food 
insecurity and living in poverty, though the concepts 
are not interchangeable. Individuals and families may 
have an income that is well above the poverty line, but 
other expenses compete for limited financial resources. 
Outside factors such as the rising costs of healthcare, 
food, and housing are often overlooked (Fiese et al., 
2014; Whittle et al., 2020). When considered in com-
parison to the minimal increases in income, it is no sur-
prise that many are struggling to make ends meet. Ac-
cording to the USDA report Household Food Security 
in the United States in 2011, 70.3% of all families liv-
ing with food insecurity have an income that is below 
185% of the federal poverty level (Fiese et al., 2014).
Research suggests individuals with a lower so-
cioeconomic status often have to cope in various ways 
to survive. This includes, but is not limited to, bargain 
shopping, buying in bulk, and frequenting food pan-
tries. The money saved through the use of the food 
pantry is then reallocated to other material needs such 
as housing, transportation, and medical care (Fiese et 
al., 2014; Whittle et al., 2020). Fiese et al. (2014) stat-
ed that among a sample of 14,000 food bank clients, 
roughly 3,500 reported spending 75% of their financial 
resources on housing. It was noted that these financial 
struggles placed a great deal of stress upon the families.
The stress associated with limited access to 
food has been linked to mental health concerns (Jung 
et al., 2019). Four of the studies included in this lit-
erature review stated that a lack of food security im-
pacted an individual’s perception of self-worth, overall 
health, and quality of life (Afulani et al., 2018; Jung 
et al., 2019; Larson et al., 2020; McLaughlin et al., 
2012). This connection between food insecurity and a 
person’s mental health speaks to the importance of the 
availability of healthy foods among those living with 
serious mental illness. 
Food insecurity has a significant impact upon 
overall health. Food insecurity is associated with poor-
er health outcomes and is a risk factor for chronic con-
ditions such as obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular 
disease (Herman et al., 2015; Larson et al., 2020). The 
high availability of less expensive, highly processed 
foods is partially to blame for this scenario. Individ-
uals with limited financial means are often forced to 
choose between various foodstuffs with high amounts 
of salt, sugar, carbohydrates, and preservatives. This 
is often due to inadequate budgets and other pressing 
needs such as housing or medical care. These choic-
es, although financially helpful in the short term, can 
have long-term consequences; such as having an in-
creased likelihood of diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 
and obesity (Afulani et al., 2018; Larson et al., 2020).
Health Risk Behaviors
Food insecurity is also linked to an increased 
likelihood of engaging in risky behaviors such as fre-
quent and elevated alcohol consumption, substance 
use, smoking cigarettes, and skipping meals (Larson 
et al., 2020). According to Kim-Mozeleski and Tsoh 
(2021), food insecurity is linked to higher rates of 
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smoking among those who are experiencing a more se-
vere degree of hardship and impoverishment. In other 
words, those who are facing the most economic stress 
are more likely to smoke and more likely to strug-
gle with discontinuing these habits. Additionally, this 
study associated the increased psychological distress 
related to food insecurity, limited financial resourc-
es, and mental health concerns with unhealthy coping 
behaviors such as smoking (Kim-Mozeleski & Tsoh, 
2019). Among those populations who are also subsist-
ing at a lower socioeconomic level, basic needs com-
pete for limited financial resources. 
In a study conducted by Herman et al. (2015), 
participants living with food insecurity were forced to 
choose between affording food, housing, and transpor-
tation, resulting in risky behaviors around medication 
non-compliance. Among study participants, 26% stat-
ed they engaged in one or more behaviors to reduce the 
cost of their medications. These behaviors included a) 
skipping or augmenting medication doses to make the 
supply last longer, b) not refilling the medication when 
needed due to the high cost, and c) asking the doctor to 
substitute the medication prescribed because of inabil-
ity to pay (Herman et al., 2015; Whittle et al., 2020).
Research has shown that one in six American 
adults are prescribed a psychotropic medication, of-
ten antidepressants and antipsychotics (Whittle et al., 
2020). Furthermore, one in five youth in the United 
States live in a family that subsists on an inadequate 
amount of quality food because of limited income 
(McLaughlin et al., 2012). These statistics combined 
bring to light a serious problem for many in the United 
States. Whittle et al. (2020) described this phenome-
non as the “medicalization of poverty”. For those liv-
ing with societal and financial limitations, being pre-
scribed medication solely to treat symptoms of their 
situation, fails to address the root of the issue. To only 
treat mental health conditions and not the source of the 
stress, lack of resources, and support serves to cover up 
the complex social and medical issues. 
Allocation of Resources
For individuals living with serious mental ill-
ness, the altering of medication doses for financial rea-
sons can affect the therapeutic level of the prescribed 
treatments and is extremely dangerous (Herman et al., 
2015; Whittle et al., 2020). This, combined with the in-
creased likelihood of engaging in alcohol consumption 
or substance use, causes the intensity of risk to quickly 
escalate (Larson et al., 2020). 
Those living on limited financial means are 
forced to prioritize among a list of essential and costly 
life expenses. For instance, some individuals and fami-
lies have credited the use of food banks with freeing up 
funds for other essential, non-food items (McLaughlin 
et al., 2012). Among the list of items contributed to this 
reallocation of resources are utilities, housing, medical 
care/medications, and hygiene products such as diapers 
(Fiese et al., 2014). In a study conducted by Fiese et 
al. (2014), food-pantry participants were asked to rank 
the importance of life’s necessities. The results of the 
survey clearly indicated that housing was most import-
ant, followed by electricity/gas and water. Medicine and 
medical supplies were seventh and eighth on the list, 
with doctor visits ranked as eleventh. It should not be a 
surprise that, when forced to prioritize, those with lim-
ited incomes value housing well above medication or 
doctors’ visits. This ranking of importance means that 
many do not engage in preventative care, routine medi-
cal appointments, and medication adherence.
When routine medical care is not utilized or is 
underutilized, the burden shifts onto emergency med-
ical services (Schmidt, 2018). This shift to emergen-
cy medical care over preventative care has contrib-
uted to the increase in the number of non-emergency 
or preventable visits. This trend has been especially 
noticeable with patients presenting to the emergency 
room with mental health issues. According to Schmidt 
(2018), some of the most vulnerable groups in the 
U.S. - including those who are homeless, veterans, 
immigrants, and the disabled - present to psychiatric 
emergency rooms as an alternative to affording routine 
mental health care. Some of the barriers noted in this 
study include limited resources, difficulty with trans-
portation, cost of attending medical appointments, and 
obtaining medication.
A study conducted by Storm et al. (2020) com-
pared care coordination for individuals living with se-
rious mental illness in Massachusetts and New York. 
Researchers determined that care coordination was 
beneficial for residents living with serious mental ill-
ness, as it assisted each individual with scheduling ap-
pointments, transportation, and avoiding unnecessary 
emergency room visits through proactive measures. 
This was accomplished through synchronized assis-
tance at three pivotal levels: the provider level, the 
individual level, and the system level (Storm et al., 
2020). The coordination of services in this way offers 
a support system for those living with serious mental 
illness and alleviates the stress associated with medical 
scheduling and follow through.
Food Insecurity, Mental Illness, and  
Socioeconomic Status
Food insecurity is linked to a 14% increased 
likelihood of being diagnosed with a mental health 
condition (Afulani et al., 2018; McLaughlin et al., 
2012). Those individuals living with mental health dis-
abilities are statistically more likely to live in a lower 
socioeconomic status, have food insecurity, and lower 
educational attainment. However, it is difficult to tease 
out the impact of each factor on the other issues. Re-
searchers do not yet know whether the lower socio-
economic status and food insecurity impacts a person’s 
educational attainment, or if the reverse is true (Whit-
tle et al., 2020).
Other factors that impact each other include the 
relationship between family income and the height-
ened risk of experiencing depression and anxiety. 
McLaughlin et al. (2012) stated that adolescents and 
children living with food insecurity often internalized 
their situations, and this led to an altered perception of 
self-worth. Within the participants of this study, those 
who experienced food insecurity often reported lower 
levels of education and a lower socioeconomic status. 
These same participants also reported higher rates of 
depression, anxiety, and substance use. These results 
are consistent with other studies regarding a relation-
ship between food scarcity and mental health. Pryor et 
al. (2016) noted that women living with food insecuri-
ty are more likely to develop mood disorders, where-
as children living under these same circumstances are 
noted as having behavioral difficulties. Adolescents 
frequently report substance use. It is evident that re-
source availability and accessibility has an impact 
upon individuals and their families, but the impact can 
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manifest in a variety of ways.
In Whittle et al.’s (2020) study of women liv-
ing with Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) in the 
United States, researchers focused upon medication 
compliance and food insecurity. This study noted that 
participants living with food insecurity also reported 
mental health concerns including depression, anxi-
ety, substance use, and suicidal ideation. Participants 
also reported symptoms consistent with a diagnosis of 
post-traumatic stress disorder.
A study conducted in Massachusetts by Arcaya 
et al. (2018) focused upon the negative health conse-
quences faced by those experiencing housing insecuri-
ty as a result of low socioeconomic level and the rising 
cost of living. These negative health outcomes includ-
ed diabetes, extreme obesity, and childhood asthma as 
well as mental health diagnoses. Among study partic-
ipants, 70% stated they experienced a high degree of 
distress associated with managing financial resources, 
including maintaining housing and accessing healthy 
food options.
Resiliency
In spite of the compounding pressures many in-
dividuals and families face, there is hope for the future. 
Russo-Netzer and Moran (2016) noted that negative, 
pessimistic attitudes towards debilitating mental health 
conditions are slowly shifting. Through psychoeduca-
tion, social stigma associated with mental health has 
gradually decreased. Study respondents reported an 
optimistic outlook for the future, in contrast to testi-
monials from mental health clients in previous years. 
The researchers noted that this can also be attributed 
to a shift in treatment philosophy towards a resiliency 
and strengths-based perspective. These perspectives 
broaden traditional concepts that previously patholo-
gized patients. This shift in perception, combined with 
an individual’s resilience, resulted in a strengthened 
sense of self (Russo-Netzer & Moran, 2016). It is with 
this hope for the future that many individuals continue 
to strive in the face of economic struggle and limited 
resources while experiencing mental health symptoms.
 
Implications for Massachusetts
Like so many living in the United States of 
America, those living in Massachusetts experience 
food insecurity, limited financial means, and serious 
mental illness as well as additional difficulties. Mas-
sachusetts is one of the most densely populated states 
in the union, with an estimated 883.5 people living per 
square mile (U.S Census Bureau, 2019). According to 
a report by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, af-
fordable housing is one of the most common issues 
distressing families in Massachusetts, effecting 76% 
of extremely low-income renters in 2016 (Chiumenti, 
2019). This is partially attributed to the high property 
values, which are growing at a greater rate than the 
average per capita income of $46,421 (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2019). According to the United States Census 
Bureau (2019), the annual income of an individual liv-
ing in Massachusetts is 1.3 times higher than the na-
tional average. In comparison, the average cost of a 
home in Massachusetts is more than 1.5 times as much 
as the national average. Combined with the rising cost 
of food, medical insurance, medications, and utilities, 
this can force those with limited financial resources to 
make difficult decisions.
The study conducted by Arcaya et al. (2018) 
noted that groups such as the Healthy Neighborhoods 
Equity Fund (HNEF) offer private equity funds for the 
ecologically focused, economically attainable devel-
opment of residential areas. HNEF focuses on com-
munity development that improves air quality through 
ecologically responsive public transportation, afford-
able housing options, and other programs meant to as-
sist those in need. Programs such as this are working to 
improve living conditions and neighborhood environ-
ments for those living in Massachusetts and serve as a 
model for further programs in the future.
In a report issued in 2015 by the Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Administration (SAMHA), it is esti-
mated that 3.71% of adults in Massachusetts live with a 
serious mental illness (SMI) such as schizophrenia, bipo-
lar disorder, or major depression. Of those living with a 
SMI, only 53.8% receive any form of treatment for their 
mental health conditions, which places Massachusetts as 
the second highest among U.S. states for the percentage 
of people with SMI receiving treatment. With individu-
als and families struggling to afford basic life necessities, 
it is possible that among the 53.8% of people in Massa-
chusetts living with a serious mental illness, many find 
themselves in positions in which they must make diffi-
cult choices, prioritizing housing and food over medical 
care (SAMHA, 2015; Whittle et al., 2020). 
Given the specific housing concerns for indi-
viduals and families living within the Commonwealth 
of Massachusetts, attention should be given to assist 
those living with food insecurity and serious mental 
illness. The compounding impact of minimal wage 
increases and the rapidly increasing cost of housing 
compels individuals and families to make difficult de-
cisions. These decisions can have long-term, negative 
impacts upon individuals, families, and communities.
Conclusion
To fill a gap in existing literature, this literature 
review sought to examine research on the relationship 
between food scarcity, socioeconomic status, and liv-
ing with mental illness (McLaughlin et al., 2012; Pryor 
et al., 2016). The broader research was then examined 
in relation to Massachusetts, and the unique challenges 
faced by those living within the Commonwealth. Cen-
sus data provided evidence to show that individuals 
and families living in Massachusetts are faced with an 
affordable housing shortage and property values that 
are increasing faster than wages, in addition to the 
stresses associated with limited economic resources, 
food scarcity, and mental health conditions (Chiumen-
ti, 2019; U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). The circumstanc-
es individuals and families face have an impact upon 
their stress levels and their ability to cope with diffi-
culties in other aspects of daily life (McLaughlin et al., 
2012). The realities of food insecurity, socioeconomic 
status, and living with a serious mental illness are com-
pounded by the struggles associated with a low yearly 
wage and inflated housing costs, which can result in a 
diminished quality of life (Chiumenti, 2019; Pryor et 
al., 2016). These social, medical, and economic strug-
gles compound negatively upon an already vulnerable 
population, forcing them to prioritize life necessities, 
put off preventative care, and engage in risky behav-
iors such as medication dose augmentation for the pur-
poses of making their prescriptions last longer.
These socioeconomic and medical concerns 
should be the focus of future research within the field 
of social work. Further research within this field would 
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provide valuable information that can be utilized when 
considering treatment options and best practices, advo-
cating for resources, and applying the results into prac-
tice. Future research should focus, not just upon serious 
mental illness, but also on the contributing social and 
economic factors that negatively impact those living 
with these diagnoses. Once these factors have been 
thoroughly evaluated in research studies, the results can 
offer guidance to practitioners, programs, and policy 
makers on how to address these compounding issues. 
Examples of benefits that would manifest due 
to furthering research on these issues are substantial 
and numerous. One example is that the results of fur-
ther studies could bolster the information and statistics 
available to advocate for funding and grants to assist 
low-income families who are struggling to afford med-
ications. Another benefit would be increasing advocacy 
to state and local entities for increasing the number of 
income-based housing developments. Finally, research 
could assist in lobbying for capping patient out-of-
pocket costs for medically necessary medications. By 
addressing these barriers through research, policy, and 
practice, social workers can make a long-term, lasting 
impact upon the clients they serve.
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Reading of Pentti 
Saarikoski’s 




One quarter of the world’s rivers no longer reach the ocean. Many of those that do reach the ocean carry toxins from agricultural 
runoff that have left close to 500 ocean dead zones. In 
the past 6,000 years, nearly all of the planet’s topsoil, 
forests, prairies, and wetlands have been depleted. This 
says nothing of climate change or species extinction, 
nor does it fully address the people exploited to keep 
hi-tech civilization afloat. These are just some of the 
facts cited by controversial activist Derrick Jensen in 
his 2016 polemic, The Myth of Human Supremacy. 
While many have criticized Jensen for his apocalyptic 
views, the facts mentioned above make it difficult 
to argue with his conclusion that there is something 
catastrophically wrong with the way humans are 
interacting with the earth. Taking the severity of these 
environmental crises into account, a series of crucial 
questions arise that will be considered in this paper. For 
one, why have humans living in highly technological 
societies behaved in such a destructive fashion? In 
addition, can these humans return to an ecological 
existence that is more conducive to life?
With regard to the second question, the final 
published work of Finnish poet Pentti Saarikoski-
-1983’s The Dark One’s Dances--reveals that, yes, 
humans can rediscover a life more in tune with the rest 
of the world. Saarikoski’s work, and the ecological 
perspective it demonstrates, suggests that ecological 
survival requires a paradigm shift that would entail 
humans no longer viewing themselves as separate from 
and somehow dominant over nature. Part serial poem, 
part meditations on (or should I say in) the everyday, 
the poet’s work blurs the lines between humans and 
nature; essentially, it reflects a dissolving of the 
anthropocentric ego. In the words of the poet himself, 
“The unexpected always happens, so unexpectedly 
that I have to pay attention every second: everything 
might suddenly shift into a new light. Nothing has 
changed, but everything’s lit differently” (qtd. in Hollo 
19). The difference between an anthropocentric and an 
ecocentric worldview is a matter of repositioning the 
light in this way. 
Before any such argument can be made, 
however, it is important to discuss ecocriticism 
and its critique of the binary opposition between 
humans and nature. Broadly defined, ecocriticism is 
a diverse and interdisciplinary field that explores the 
interactions between literature and the environment; 
ecocritics frequently take influence from other fields, 
like ecology--the central tenet of which, according 
to mammalian ecologist Neil Evernden, is the 
interrelatedness of all things (92). Fundamental to 
ecocriticism, and directly related to ecology, is the 
question of humankind’s relationship with nature, 
leading to a critique of the human/nature binary. 
According to ecocritic Ben Bunting, the very existence 
of the word nature implies a separation from it; in 
other words, the concept of nature is a human idea, 
something we use to “other” what we view as being 
separate from human civilization (2). Despite its best 
intentions, ecocriticism sometimes reifies this human/
nature binary. By focusing too much on the concept 
of “wilderness” in their interpretations, critics portray 
nature as something separate from humans. It may 
seem a small thing, but such a separation has had severe 
negative environmental impacts (Bunting 3-5). The idea 
is that since humans view themselves as separate from 
nature, they view themselves in competition with and 
superior to it, all the while seeking to progress further 
along (and higher up) the ladder of beings. According 
to Bunting, agriculture and the linear conception of 
history are two effects of this dichotomy, both of which 
lead to attempts at domination and, correspondingly, 
to ecological catastrophe (3-5). In this essay, I will not 
so much discuss the downfalls of anthropocentrism, 
but highlight the possibilities of the more ecological 
future alluded to in The Dark One’s Dances, a future 
in which the separation between human subjects and 
environment are blurred to the point of dissolution.
The poetry of Pentti Saarikoski has not been 
critiqued from such a perspective. Most interpretations 
of Saarikoski’s work have been from a modern and 
postmodern lens and have served to orient him in 
relation to those traditions, specifically comparing 
him to the language experimentation of James Joyce 
(Kantola). While I agree with Kantola’s assertion of 
many Joycean aspects in Saarikoski’s work--namely 
those of shifts in perspective and fluidity with regards 
to linear time--my argument takes this reading a step 
further, exploring these characteristics in relation 
to ecology. I do not mean to suggest that by merely 
reading a book one can save the planet, but that the 
outlook presented in The Dark One’s Dances offers 
an alternative to the anthropocentrism that dominates 
technological civilization. Such a perspective is in 
line with ecologist Neil Evernden’s description of the 
“genuine intermingling of parts of the ecosystem” (93) 
that defines ecology and is, thus, natural. 
Pentti Saarikoski is not a well-known poet in 
the English-speaking world, so a brief introduction 
is necessary to place his work in a larger context. An 
iconoclastic radical, he was a key figure in the Finnish 
literary scene from the late 1950s through the early 
1970s, rising to prominence in part because of his own 
work and because of his translations. The latter are 
noteworthy for introducing Finnish vernacular to the 
world of literature (Hollo 9-10). Despite his subversive 
role in Finland, when placed within the larger European 
context, his work reflects clear ties to literary tradition 
from the Greeks to postmodernism (Simonsuuri 41). 
For the purposes of this paper, the influence of Greek 
philosopher Heraclitus and that of Joyce’s Finnegans 
Wake--and their connectedness to the idea of fluidity--
are discussed as they relate to ecology. A direct link can 
be drawn between the two and the style and content of 
Saarikoski’s final collection, The Dark One’s Dances, 
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as evident in the way the poet uses language to present 
the fluidity of both time and perspective. In doing so, 
the poet presents an alternative to the ecologically 
destructive anthropocentric view of human existence. 
Given that a critique of this sort hinges on a 
close reading of the poet’s language, it is important 
to note that I am reading Saarikoski’s work translated 
into English. Despite this, a valid analysis can still be 
conducted given the quality of the translation and its 
translator. Researcher Maria R. Pinheiro differentiates 
between literal and cultural translations, identifying 
the latter as a more natural reflection of the original. 
Since poetry is designed to have an effect on readers, 
she notes that a quality translation must “adapt things 
to provoke the same feelings in the heart, mind, and 
perhaps even the soul of the target readers” (15). In 
other words, readers of a translated work should be 
affected the same way as readers of the original text. As 
a native Finnish speaker, a fellow poet, and a professor 
at several American universities, Anselm Hollo, the 
primary translator of Saarikoski’s work, is well-suited 
to produce a culturally proficient representation, one 
that bridges the gap between English readers and the 
spirit of the original Finnish. 
Central to an ecocritical reading of The 
Dark One’s Dances is the concept of fluidity. In this 
collection, Saarikoski offers a portrait of an existence 
in which nothing is static, a reality in which subjects 
and perspectives are in constant flux. By frequently 
blurring the lines between human subjects and natural 
objects in The Dark One’s Dances, he effectively 
engages in a critique of anthropocentrism and the 
human-nature binary. Simonsuuri has described 
how even the most trivial objects serve as sources 
of inspiration (42), and others have written about the 
poet’s “unpretentious look at some of the ‘thousand 
things’ previously sidestepped or unnoticed” (Hollo 
17). While I agree with these assertions, neither 
scholar takes the next step of viewing this focus on 
the everyday from an ecological perspective. In 
fact, a significant portion of The Dark One’s Dances 
reflects what ecocritic Lawrence Buell calls a “human 
groundedness in environment” (48). The following 
excerpt from The Dark One’s Dances depicts this 
groundedness by drawing attention to the absurdity of 
separation and hierarchy. In it, Saarikoski describes 
a conversation between two mushroom hunters who 
fall to arguing over the behavior of rabbits, with one 
criticizing why it has to “raise its rump that way with 
the hind legs / longer than those in front” (184). The 
other hunter counters: “well it’s the same with people 
/ we just don’t call them paws but hands” (184). Here 
Saarikoski subtly critiques the anthropocentric view 
that humans are separate from and dominant over 
nature; whereas the first speaker looks down on and 
does not understand the behavior of rabbits, the second 
points out the fallacy of this separation by drawing a 
humorous comparison to humans. This sets the stage 
for what ecologist Neil Evernden sees as the subversive 
nature of ecology--that of inter-relatedness. 
Contrary to the Western notion of causal 
connectedness, in which inter-relatedness simply 
means that things affect other things, from an ecological 
standpoint, the term inter-relatedness refers to an 
intermingling to the point that there are no discrete 
entities. This undermines the subject-object dichotomy 
and makes it nonsensical to deal only with the fragment 
of reality we call “human” (Evernden 93-5). The 
poem in question continues to dissect the absurdity 
of hierarchy in the primary speaker’s analysis of the 
differences between mushroomers and berry-pickers. 
The latter, who can only determine status through 
the quantity of the foods they gather, is lower on the 
imagined social ladder than the former, whose worth is 
judged by the quality of harvest. As such, they do not 
see eye to eye and refuse to acknowledge one another 
when meeting in the forest. Saarikoski then contrasts 
this human tendency toward schism and hierarchy with 
a sudden shift to a description of the place itself:
consider the moose, they too have traffic rules
and whatever else they say
picking at the moss, smelling fall
gently feeling each other out maybe
they could become buddies
One hopes this has been understood
now the wind rises, blows up a storm
see how differently 
branches of pine and spruce behave
in a storm, there’s a lesson here (Saarikoski 185)
Not only does this excerpt exemplify the 
inspiration Saarikoski takes from so-called trivial 
sources, it also reveals a groundedness in the 
environment as the seemingly petty concerns of humans 
are set against those of the moose, who potentially 
have the ability to overcome their differences, and 
of the trees, whose subtle differences can provide 
valuable insight. The poet’s engagement with nature 
does not fall prey to the problem Lawrence Buell sees 
in Walden, in which Thoreau repeatedly envisions the 
outskirts of Concord as “tantamount to primordial 
wilderness” (67). Instead, it suggests a rediscovery 
of humankind’s indebtedness to the natural world, 
something environmental scholar Ben Bunting sees 
as critical if we are to move away from the mistaken 
notion that the world exists as something outside of 
ourselves (9). This connection is further explored in 
the postscript to the collection, a poem fragment which 
takes the blurring of the subject into the environment 
even further. 
As the closing piece of the larger work, the 
postscript marks the complete dissolution of the self. 
In it, the speaker tells of the Dark One, representative 
of Greek philosopher Heraclitus, whose central 
philosophical concept is that of constant flux (Kantola 
326), and of this same figure dancing as he blends in with 
and adapts to his surroundings. Of the Dark One, the 
speaker claims to have “driven him to anguish” (227), 
but that he continues to dance. Despite the catastrophe 
wrought on the world, nature--represented in the 
constant flux of Heraclitus’ philosophy--continues its 
existence; eventually, in a string of metaphors, the 
Dark One blends almost entirely into the environment: 
he is the future, Quetzecoatl, Christ, moose, hair, tree, 
willow bush and cloud. In fact, even as he is completely 
submerged in water, the dance carries on:
as the water rises
the sea enters his nostrils
but he dances
salt stings his eyes
he dances
breathing 
through his hair (Saarikoski 228)
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In this ultimate adaptation to his environment, 
the Dark One captures a view of existence that is 
squarely ecological. As Neil Evernden writes, “For 
once we engage in the extension of the boundary of the 
self into the ‘environment,’ then of course we imbue 
it with life and quite properly regard it as animate-
-it is animate because we are part of it” (101). It is 
precisely this sort of attitude that Evernden believes 
can lead to an understanding of nature as “continuous 
with ourselves” (102). By ending his serial poem with 
this postscript, Saarikoski is seemingly endorsing such 
an attitude, one that is counter to the anthropocentric 
worldview described in the introduction to this 
paper. In doing so, he is drawing upon traditions, 
both contemporary and ancient, that do not adhere to 
the ecologically catastrophic worldview of modern 
technological societies, thus calling for a change in 
the way we view ourselves and our relationship with 
our surroundings. This vision is, in a sense, reflective 
of what Joseph W. Meeker terms the comic mode of 
behavior.
Meeker, a scholar in comparative literature 
and wildlife ecology, argues that anthropocentrism 
has led to not only the tragic mode of literature, but 
also of human behavior. Tragedy, in both contexts, 
assumes humans to be in constant conflict with 
forces outside themselves, which leads to attempts 
to dominate these outside forces--one of the primary 
being an othered natural world (157-8). In contrast 
to this mode is the vision of adaptation presented by 
Saarikoski in the postscript, something Meeker terms 
as the comic mode. This mode is both biological and 
natural, according to Meeker. “Comedy,” he writes, 
“is the art of accommodation and reconciliation…
[and] illustrates that survival depends upon man’s 
ability to change himself rather than his environment” 
(168). Beyond the postscript, which encapsulates this 
accommodation in the most literal sense of the Dark 
One changing the way he breathes in order to survive, 
Saarikoski also captures this comedic mode by shifting 
the perspectives throughout The Dark One’s Dances. 
Critic Janna Kantola claims that the rapid 
changes in perspective and point of view present in 
the text are an effort on the author’s part to present 
a layered view of reality, thus creating a collage of 
different worlds and possibilities (328). Kantola sees 
these shifts as a postmodern homage to James Joyce--a 
writer whose work Saarikoksi translated into Finnish-
-which is an argument I have no qualms with. On the 
contrary, I am suggesting that this quality of Saarikoski’s 
work also stands as a critique of anthropocentrism. By 
employing shifting points of view, Saarikoski, in effect, 
questions the existence of a discrete self. In one of the 
longer poetic fragments, the perspective shifts between 
that of the primary speaker and an anonymous girl, 
who makes several appearances throughout the larger 
work. The poem begins with the speaker searching for a 
misplaced bottle of liquor, only to be interrupted by the 
girl. Though initially her voice is distinct, it becomes 
blended with that of the primary speaker:
you call
for your dead friends
whom you miss
like a bald man misses his hair,  
don’t you understand that
She licked her ice cream cone feeling superior
that in the dark
even the reddest of all reds
the red of frost-bitten lingonberries
looks black (Saarikoski 177)
Through a clever bit of wordplay, Saarikoski 
blurs the boundary between speakers. After the line 
“She licked her ice cream cone feeling superior,” the 
reader can interpret the subsequent lines as the primary 
speaker's assessment of the girl’s attitude or as reverting 
back to the perspective of the girl. Instances of this 
postmodern ambiguity, pointed out in other excerpts 
by Kantola, are inherently ecological in that they 
serve to present the fluidity of nature as envisioned by 
ecologists like Neil Evernden. The same can be said for 
Saarikoski’s presentation of time as similarly elastic. 
In the same fragment analyzed above, Saarikoski 
also critiques the anthropocentric conception of 
linear time. After the ambiguous exchange between 
the speaker and the girl, there follows a lengthy 
description of the digestive process of six cows, from 
rumen to excretion. By following the perspective 
shift described above with an even further break, this 
time to a more distant, omniscient voice, Saarikoski 
dissolves the individual subjects into one cyclical 
whole, characterized by the cow who, chewing her 
cud, sits and thinks as the food moves from the rennet 
bag and back to the earth, back to the beginning of the 
scene where “seagulls pick worms and other crawlies / 
out of the dirt” (177). Perspectives are blurred and life 
is presented as a circle. 
Saarikoski’s critique of linear time is strongest 
in an early poem from the collection in which readers 
are introduced to the character of The Dark One, the 
figure previously discussed as being representative 
of the Greek philosopher Heraclitus and his notion of 
constant flux. The piece could be called the title poem 
as it opens with the line “The Dark One dances” (171). 
In it, this figure embodies cyclical time. He dances 
alone, forgetting “not only what happened but even 
his memories” (171). There is a breakdown of linear 
history here in the figure who cannot remember his 
past. Paired with the Dark One’s dances is the motif 
of a spider web, “the spider’s face and fingerprint” 
(171) that irreparably dissolves each night while the 
Dark One participates in governmental bureaucracy, 
noting how wishful thinking and naivete have led to 
a mismanagement of the nation’s resources. In the 
midst of these human failings--what Meeker would no 
doubt deem tragic--life continues to thrive: The Dark 
one realizes “the spider doesn’t die its web just falls 
apart” and thinks “the sun / is new every day / like 
the spider’s web (Saarikoski 172). Not only does this 
present an image of life in a state of health, it is also 
clearly cyclical, in stark opposition to the failure of 
imposed systems of management. Despite the Dark 
One finding purpose in the sleep of a bear, like in the 
web of a spider, “His theory did not strike the thinkers 
as interesting” (Saarikoski 172). Perhaps the most 
damning critique Saarikoski levels in the entire work 
is this description of the arrogance of those in power 
when it comes to considering perspectives outside of 
the dominant mode of thought, which in this case, is 
the conception of reality as anything but linear. 
In describing the latter stages of his work, Kirsti 
Simonsuuri points out, “It is as if Saarikoski had ceased 
to believe that even time, as understood by everyday 
experience, could be casually organized and grasped” 
(45). Janna Kantola, as well, has recognized this aspect 
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of Saarikoski’s work, likening it to Joyce’s Finnegans 
Wake (326). What neither scholar does, however, is 
make the connection between this conception of time’s 
fluidity and ecology. Such a connection is important 
because the cultural development of written history 
“changed humanity’s concept of time from the cyclical 
experience to one made linear as specific events were 
preserved beyond their immediate duration in writing” 
(Bunting 4). This linearity not only gave to the West 
the idea of progress, which has not only fueled 
civilizations’ attempts at the domination of nature, but 
also fueled the resolve to do so, as advocated by the 
Christian creation story, a text foundational to Western 
thought (Bunting 5). In essence, then, by presenting 
time as something fluid as opposed to linear, Saarikoski 
critiques the anthropocentric worldview of civilization 
that sees humankind constantly progressing toward 
greater and greater heights. In doing so, the poet 
envisions a reality more in tune with the cycles of the 
natural world--which includes human beings, whether 
we think so or not. 
The vision of Saarikoski, manifested in the way 
he blurs the boundaries between self and other, shifts 
between points of view, presents time as cyclical, and 
presents an ecological vision that is far from new. In 
fact, it is the reality of life. Joseph Meeker has pointed 
out that humans have presumed their welfare is not 
dependent on integration with the larger environment 
(163). In other words, just because some humans may 
perceive themselves as being something distinct from 
nature, that doesn’t make it so. It is absolutely possible 
to alter that perception and conceive of humankind as 
being “in” nature, a worldview which Ben Bunting 
describes as being present in some societies today and 
has dominated our cultural past (4). This view, found 
in The Dark One’s Dances, can therefore be, if we 
choose to pay attention, a harbinger of reawakening to 
a more ecological state of being long obscured by the 
trappings of anthropocentrism. Joseph Meeker echoes 
Oscar Wilde’s observation that life imitates art just as 
much as the other way around, hence the tragic streak 
in a culture dominated by delusions of separation and 
conflict. But, as Meeker also notes, “people can choose 
to some extent the roles they wish to play from among 
the many models preserved by literature and cultural 
traditions” (166). This possibility is anticipated in The 
Dark One’s Dances when Saarikoski writes, “One’s 
world / view / one has to abandon / to see the world” 
(183). As such, if we can choose to imitate the hubris 
of tragedy, with all its environmental destruction and 
separation, we can also choose to imitate the comic 
spirit, the spirit of reconciliation and survival.
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Out with the Old 
and in with the 






When the COVID-19 pandemic case num-bers continued to rise in the United States leading into the new 2020-2021 school 
year, it was not a surprise that my district decided to go 
completely remote for the first term. Brockton, Massa-
chusetts is an inner-city, Title I school district with the 
majority of students coming from low-income house-
holds. As a result, the city was and still is consistently 
in the high-risk zone. While I knew this decision was 
the right decision to keep staff, students, and families 
safe, a panic set in me. We received grants to finally get 
computers to each student in the district, but with years 
of not having enough of them, most of my students and 
I were unfamiliar with the various technological fea-
tures that were now open to us. As an English teacher, 
one of my biggest curriculum concerns was how could 
I possible teach students to write an essay through the 
computer. It turns out that my fears were unfounded, 
and I have been pleasantly surprised by my experience. 
With a little bit more freedom to take the time we need 
to work with our students, the writing process really 
became more recursive and circular, and the various 
features that were implemented by myself and my stu-
dents using our technology actually improved student 
engagement and products produced compared to years 
past. I can admit that every group of students varies 
from year to year, but research in composition theory 
supports that my experience was not an isolated one.
During the 1980s, the process approach to writ-
ing began to make its appearance, not just in theory, 
but in practice in high school and college methods 
courses (Noskin 34). Leading composition theorists 
like Janet Eming and Donald M. Murray “believed 
that viewing writing as a process instead of a product 
could help students better understand how they could 
develop, control, and use their writing skills” (Dziak 
1). Essentially, by having students focus on the pro-
cess of their writing instead of having the end goal of a 
finished product, students are developing and applying 
improved writing skills.
Setting aside a significant amount of class time 
for writing became part of the norm in secondary En-
glish language arts (ELA) classrooms. Students were 
being encouraged to prewrite and plan, draft, revise, 
peer edit, and then finally get ready for their final 
drafts. This was done in a recursive way that allowed 
students to “circle back” to stages to improve their 
work. Teachers everywhere began to see the benefits of 
implementing the writing process in their classrooms. 
Educators saw that using the writing process “made 
students more secure and confident because it gave 
them clearly defined steps to follow. Following the 
steps as prescribed would, in many cases, lead to more 
effective written works” (Dziack 1). By acknowledg-
ing that writing is a process, mistakes are to be made, 
and that there is never really a final, “perfect” product, 
the amount of pressure on students has decreased and 
allowed room for them to produce better writing. In 
my 9th-grade class, that is something that I have seen 
first-hand as well.
Adding technology to the writing process ben-
efits students across the board. Evemnova has found 
that “students with learning disabilities (LD) and emo-
tional behavioral disorders (EBD) struggle with the 
writing process. Technology has shown to be effective 
in supporting prewriting, drafting, revising, proofread-
ing, and publishing of written products” (79). Having 
this extra support of technology for our students should 
be considered a “best practice” in education. Addition-
ally, by incorporating technology in each stage of the 
writing process, Kane states that “we can guide stu-
dents in developing and sharing multimodal composi-
tion, strengthening their twenty- first-century literacy 
skills in the process” (101). Our world is constantly 
changing because of technology, and we can change 
and improve the writing process by doing the same.
Planning
I like to refer to the first stage of the writing 
process as “planning” rather than the common “pre-
writing” title it usually receives. Prewriting implies 
that writing only happens in the drafting stage, but 
that is not the case. The expectation is that students are 
writing constantly throughout the writing process and 
not just when drafting begins. As professors McKeown 
and Fitzpatrick note, the planning stage is meant to be 
“the first stage of the writing process, but it is a step 
students frequently skip or rush” (261). My own 9th-
grade students admitted to me that they usually skip 
this stage, but it’s because they “don’t know how to 
do it.” This is where modeling is incredibly important. 
Teachers should speak aloud their ideas, frustrations, 
and overall thought process of the planning stage be-
fore having their own students start. During this stage, 
students should be “setting goals, producing ideas, and 
organizing ideas” (McKeown and Fitzpatrick 261). 
Research indicates that planning activities positively 
impact writing outcomes and therefore should be a part 
of the process, where students spend a large majori-
ty of their time and circle back to if needed. Educator 
David Noskin states that, “It is important to talk with 
your students about the many different brainstorming 
strategies, from listing to freewriting, and help them 
determine for themselves which strategy works best” 
(35). Every student thinks and works differently, so 
they should be able to use a strategy that helps them 
the most. 
Some of the common types of planning strat-
egies are talking it out, brainstorming, cluster/web/
mind maps, free writing, storyboards, and drawing. 
However, by adding an element of technology to these 
different strategies, students will become more en-
gaged with this part of the process and enhance other 
skills they will need outside of the English classroom. 
Technology can expose students to “multimodal com-
position even at the preliminary stage” (Kane 101). 
In today’s technology-driven society, the mastery of 
being able to write in multiple modes is essential to 
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strengthening their twenty-first-century skills. So, not 
only are students strengthening their writing skills, 
but they are also strengthening skills they will need 
for our technological world. Kane notes that “pencil 
and paper provide an outlet for brainstorming, but so 
do prewriting tools such as Popplet for concept map-
ping, Evernote for note taking and Timeline for graph-
ic representations” (102). At this point, these different 
technology support strategies begin to resemble how 
students use technologies outside of school and allow 
teachers to capitalize on students’ interests (Evmenova 
79). Because these technological features are similar 
to the apps and games students use on a day-to-day 
basis, students are more likely to attempt their work as 
the planning stage now incorporates strategies that are 
more familiar to them.
As I mentioned earlier, my school has been 
completely remote since the start of the school year. 
I always begin the year with a narrative essay and a 
survey about the students’ thoughts and feelings on 
writing. Almost every student stated in this survey that 
they usually skip the planning part of the process be-
cause they do not know how to do it. I spent an en-
tire class period modeling using Google’s WhiteBoard 
application, creating a brainstorming map of ideas I 
could write about for my own narrative essay. I cir-
cled great ideas I had, added arrows that connected 
ideas, and crossed out weaker ideas, all while speaking 
aloud my thought process on choosing an idea. I even 
copied and pasted memes onto this electronic White-
Board that either summarized that event in my life or 
my thoughts on that idea. All my students had to do 
was watch, listen, and then type out anything they no-
ticed I was doing in the meeting chat. The next day, 
they began their own planning process. I encouraged 
and provided multiple, different forms of technolo-
gy-based graphic organizers. Evmenova argues that 
while graphic organizers do help writers plan and stay 
on task, technology-based graphic organizers help our 
students even more because they “provide additional 
varying degrees of support through outlines and writ-
ing guides, pictures to visually represent the relation-
ships between ideas, audio recording capabilities to get 
the ideas down, and motivational media features” (81). 
The classroom results I saw because of these extra sup-
ports were outstanding.
While I did show my students other methods of 
planning through various apps (online versions of time-
lines, freewriting techniques using Microsoft Word, 
and creating a story board using StoryBoard), many of 
my students chose creating their own graphic organizer 
based off of my example. All of their organizers were 
different: some were all picture based, some had audio 
comments of their thoughts, and some looked like a 
traditional mind map. The audio comments, pictures 
and traditional written ideas allowed for differentiation 
and supported students who think and plan in various 
ways. In my four years of teaching English, this was 
the first time every single student submitted some kind 
proof of their planning process. At the end of our nar-
rative essay unit, I also had more essays turned in on 
time than I ever had before. One student said he liked 
that he was able to add memes to his graphic organizer 
because it reminded him of telling a story to his friend 
through texts, and one student, to my greatest pleasure, 
even said, “This was fun.” At the end of our essay unit, 
I had all of my students complete a survey reflecting 
on their writing process. The majority of my students 
noted that the planning process and the conferences 
(which I will discuss in the revising stage) were the 
most beneficial to them when writing their narrative 
essays. By having this stage of the writing process in a 
completely technological form, it provided additional 
student support and clear improvement of production 
of work compared to years past, and that cannot be dis-
missed.
Drafting
During the drafting stage, students continue 
to plan and organize. They are not even continuously 
writing during this stage; “the act is interrupted with 
pauses where students revisit their purpose, change 
their focus, brainstorm additionally, or talk through a 
trouble spot” (Noskin 36). This is where we really see 
the recursive nature of the writing process. Students 
can begin drafting and realize that maybe their idea is 
not as strong as they originally thought, so they circle 
back to the planning stage. Our role as teachers is to 
provide them time and support to compose their writ-
ing pieces. However, it would be naïve to believe that 
every student is ready to begin the drafting process on 
the same day and at the same time. Because the writing 
process is so recursive, “one person might be ready to 
write the first draft at the beginning of the class hour 
only to find herself needing to brainstorm due to a 
block” (Noskin 36). The reality is that teachers should 
be prepared to be more realistic and flexible about the 
drafting process in their classrooms. They should un-
derstand that each student will not be at the same point 
in their writing, and our jobs are to support them, help 
them understand the importance of writing and provide 
them with strategies to be successful in their writing.
Allowing students to draft their writing using 
technology has more advantages than the typical pen 
and paper phase that is seen in most secondary class-
rooms. Word processing programs provide our stu-
dents with additional support, especially for those with 
learning disabilities or emotional behavior disabilities 
(Evmenova 78). Most word processors like Micro-
soft Word and Google Docs are equipped with word 
prediction and speech recognition programs that are 
free to use within their programs. Additionally, many 
students, especially those with an LD or EBD, tend 
to struggle with the act of handwriting itself. By al-
lowing students to use a word processor to type out or 
use a word recognition program to draft their writing, 
we are providing an additional support to help them in 
their writing. Most word processors also come with a 
feature that outlines writing in MLA format. For stu-
dents who struggle with organization, this provides an 
opportunity for them to focus on their writing rather 
than them feeling anxious about format. Students with 
a learning disability or emotional disorder disability 
tend to “produce writing that is shorter, marked with 
mechanical errors, and lower in overall quality. Such 
limited success only heightens their lack of motivation 
to write” (Evmenova 78). The integration of technol-
ogy is a beneficial support for our students who have 
these disabilities that will improve the quantity and 
quality of their writing. 
In my classroom in the past, I have always 
given the choice to students to choose whether they 
would like to handwrite their essays in class or receive 
a pass to type out their essays in the library. Many of 
my students would decide to just stay in class to write 
their essays, or merely choose not to write them at all. 
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Based off of the results from my students’ drafts this 
year, I feel as if I have done my previous kids a disser-
vice. As a Title I district, my school received grants to 
make sure every student had a laptop to use for remote 
learning this school year. My students this year had 
no choice but to use word processors for their essays. 
While, as a whole, the quality of their writing did not 
have much change from years past, the quantity im-
proved. I received submissions of much longer drafts 
than I ever have. With my students on Individualized 
Educations Plans (IEPs), the quality of their writing 
improved compared to students on IEPs in the past. I 
showed these students how to use the text-to-speech 
features and many of them used that option to compose 
their drafts. In comparison to years past, I saw a signif-
icant decrease in unfinished thoughts and fragmented 
sentences, and I saw an increase in cohesive narrative 
stories. I do acknowledge that students are completely 
different year to year, but there was such a significant 
change in comparison that I could not help but start 
to wonder that maybe a reliance on technology in the 
classroom is a good thing.
Implementing the drafting stage took patience 
and time in my classroom. This stage took almost three 
weeks in class, as we had mini-lessons about thesis 
statements, organization of a narrative essay and ele-
ments of a narrative (showing not telling, plot, add-
ing conversations, lessons learned, etc.). During those 
mini-lessons, I had students constantly refer back to 
their graphic organizers. We would look at mentor 
texts (the majority were past New York Times narrative 
essay contest winners) and then identify and discuss 
the element of a narrative at which we were looking. 
My students then would look at a part of their graphic 
organizers they created and would practice using the 
narrative element we looked at in class. From there, 
they began organizing their drafts. Students would 
transcribe their audio comments, create paragraphs 
from the meme or picture representations they had and 
expand on written comments from their organizers, all 
while incorporating the different mini-lessons we had 
used. I will admit, the survey comments from students 
were not positive, but they were positive to me. The 
majority of my students did not like this stage, but the 
most frequent comment on the survey for why they felt 
this way was “I’ve never written so much before” or 
“I did too much writing”. I did not give my students 
a word count at this point, and I did not tell them to 
match the length of the mentor texts we were reading; 
all I told them to do was to use their graphic organiz-
ers, use our mini-lessons, and begin writing. While 
they personally may have not liked this stage, the use 
of the word processor and their technological graphic 
organizers significantly increased the amount of writ-
ing students accomplished in their drafts.
Revising
During the revision stage, students should 
“determine what needs to be added, deleted, or rear-
ranged” (Noskin 37). Our job as teachers is to help our 
students remove themselves from their own work and 
look at it from an outsider’s perspective. Many stu-
dents tend to submit their “rough drafts” as their final 
publication and skip this stage entirely. The reasons for 
this can range from not knowing exactly what to do 
or how to do revision to not enough emphasis being 
placed on the fact that writing is a process and not a 
final product. Thorough revision in the classroom can 
be done through student models, teacher conferences 
and collaboration. 
During this stage, it is important for teachers 
to use a student essay model and “model the analytical 
steps in the process of revision” (Noskin 37). Students 
may not know what or how to revise their own papers, 
and most of the time, checklists do not help them. See-
ing someone go through this process will allow them 
the opportunity to think and apply how they would go 
through this process themselves. Teacher conferences 
are another recommended strategy for revision in the 
classroom. Teachers meeting with students and allow-
ing them to talk about their own writing allows students 
to “discover connections, examples, and incidents that 
can strengthen their writing” (Tchudi 118). Professor 
Stephen Tchudi recommends that teachers spend a typ-
ical 50-minute class period conducting “roving confer-
ences” (moving from desk to desk) meeting with 12-15 
students (118). This allows teachers to narrow the dis-
cussion to exactly with which the student needs help. 
Finally, the third major pedagogical approach 
to revision is peer collaboration. Educator Linda Frie-
drich states that peer collaboration has “been tested 
through experimental and quasi-experimental research 
for both elementary and secondary learners,” and that 
collaboration “can have a positive impact on writing 
quality” (36). This positive impact on writing happens 
when teachers create an environment where “students 
are constantly encouraged to try hard, believe that the 
skills and strategies they are learning will permit them 
to write well, and attribute success to effort and the 
tactics they are learning” (Friedrich 37). Establishing 
group norms and creating multiple opportunities for 
collaborative work will help foster this kind of envi-
ronment and will help writers “respond more effective-
ly to their peers’ writing” (Friedrich 43). While these 
strategies have been proven effective by researchers 
and teachers themselves, all of them are activities that 
typically take place in the physical classroom. How 
can this be accommodated for an online setting?
There are numerous tools that can be used to 
support the revision process in a remote classroom and 
actually improve this stage. Evmenova notes that for 
independent proof reading and revising, talking word 
processors and text-to-speech programs are benefi-
cial to students because this technology “reads aloud 
what is typed, letter by letter, word by word, and sen-
tence by sentence” which allows students to “hear the 
mistakes they have made and therefore improve their 
ability to edit independently” (83). Allowing students 
to start revising independently will help with the fact 
that students will be at different points in the process. 
Some of the most common talking word processors are 
WriteOutLoud, TextHelp, Read and Write, and Natu-
ral Reader. However, many learning management sys-
tems (LMS) like OneNote and Canvas come with these 
programs built in already. Many LMSs have programs 
built into their systems that provide an option for com-
ments and drawing tools that will help improve the 
modeling process of revision. By modeling this way, 
it saves teachers time instead of writing it out, it al-
lows for more legible handwriting, the process can be 
recorded for students to refer back to, and each student 
can save a copy of the revised model. Without tech-
nology, many students would not have access to this 
information. LMSs and video conferencing programs 
also provide easy and accessible ways for teacher con-
ferences and peer collaboration. Teachers can set up 
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easily timed meetings with students, and the majority 
of LMSs and video conferencing programs come with 
a “breakout group” option that will immediately place 
students in either random or pre-assigned groups to 
work. This saves more time than the usual “shuffling” 
around that happens in a typical classroom.
When my students started to reach this phase 
of the writing process, I was excited. Each part of the 
writing process in the technological setting surprised 
me with how much student work improved, so I could 
not wait to see what we could do in this stage with the 
tools we had. As a class, we started with me modeling 
the revision process on a student’s paper. Any students 
who would like to have their paper used as an example 
used the raise hand feature in our video conferencing 
system. I chose 5 students and modeled the revision 
process on different parts of their essays, by sharing 
my screen and using the highlighting and comment 
feature in Microsoft Word. I also recorded that session 
so students who were absent had access to see that 
modeling take place, which they would not have been 
able to do if they were absent in the typical classroom. 
A few of my students who were not absent told me that 
they went back and watched the revising video. One 
student wanted to see how I “fixed” a classmate’s hook 
in the introduction, one wanted to see again how I did 
quotation marks, and one said she “spaced out” when 
I was talking about revising the conclusion paragraph. 
Having the video for students to refer back to, regard-
less of whether they were absent or needed a second 
look, saved me class time from having to go over spe-
cifics again and allowed students to take the initiative 
to find the answer for themselves. 
For my teacher conferences, I had students 
“book” a 20-minute conference time during our class 
period through Microsoft Bookings. This allowed me 
to meet with students who needed my immediate help 
and allowed for students who needed more time to 
keep writing before I visited them. These were some of 
the most successful conferences I have ever had. There 
were none of the typical distractions that happen in a 
usual classroom, and students came prepared to these 
conferences by having specific questions ready for me 
about their papers. I let them do most of the talking, 
and I provided support and feedback. In the survey I 
gave my students at the end of our writing process, 
the conferences were claimed to be a beneficial part of 
the process along with the brainstorming. Some of the 
comments from the survey were: “I liked that it was 
just me and Ms. L, and she was just focused on me.” 
“I was stuck on what to add but you helped me think 
of more ideas.” “I liked that we could meet with you 
when we were ready to.” And “You made me feel bet-
ter about my writing.” Between these comments and 
the revisions that took place between our conferences 
and final drafts, I believe the virtual conferences ben-
efited my students more than a one-on-one session in 
the physical classroom would have.
The one thing I did not do, that I regret not do-
ing, is peer collaboration. Microsoft Teams, the LMS 
we use, has a breakout group feature that allows stu-
dents to work in groups in an online meeting. It was 
there and available, but my own anxiety got in the way 
of taking advantage of it. During the writing process 
reflection, I asked students if they missed peer col-
laboration and why. Every student said no, and their 
reasoning is that they were too nervous to have some-
one other than me read about their personal lives (we 
were completing narrative essays), or that they did not 
trust their classmates to provide constructive feed-
back. Tchudi offers advice to pair students together 
rather than in groups to combat that anxiety they face. 
The next essay we complete in class, I plan on taking 
his advice and making sure that we create norms for 
groups as well as scaffold collaboration activities lead-
ing up to this moment. I regret not integrating peer col-
laboration, as research has proven that it does improve 
students’ quality of writing, especially since I had all 
of these technological tools that would have made this 
process so much easier for my students. 
Publishing
For the writing process to really work, there 
needs to be an emphasis that writing is a circular and 
recursive process. A “final draft” is never perfect and 
could benefit from revisiting the different phases of the 
writing process. However, in the English classroom, we 
still need to collect a product due to grades and meet-
ing standards. Typically, teachers are the only audience 
for our students’ final products, and, once graded, the 
paper gets handed back to the student. However, with 
technology, there comes numerous opportunities for 
publishing work and expanding students’ audiences.
Sharing their work outside of the classroom 
forces students to consider questions beyond the typ-
ical audience (Kane 103). They have to consider their 
word choice, if they’re getting their point across, and 
how it will be received. Students can submit their work 
to National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) 
Achievement Awards in Writing contest; to Polypho-
ny Lit, which is an international literary magazine for 
high school writers; and to Youth Voice Live, which is 
a website for teenagers to have discussions regarding 
things about which they are passionate. There are so 
many more websites that offer similar audiences, and 
the possibilities are endless for our students to see the 
importance of writing besides just submitting a final 
product to their English teacher.
For my own classroom, I encouraged my stu-
dents to submit their final products to the New York 
Times Narrative Essay Writing Contest. Students who 
were first grumbling about writing an essay were sud-
denly excited. They had purpose and an audience be-
sides just me. During our conferences, I had students 
asking, “How can I make this better to win that con-
test,” and they listened to my advice. In years past, stu-
dents would merely ask how they could pass. I even 
had students ask if we could enter a contest for every 
essay we write. The opportunities that technology pro-
vides for students to see the purpose and importance of 
writing, as well as getting them excited about writing, 
cannot be forgotten or dismissed.
Conclusion
The writing process has proved itself through 
years of composition theory and educational pedagogy 
that it is an effective approach for teaching writing in 
the classroom. However, by implementing technology 
in each stage of the writing process, the writing process 
as a whole will improve. Technology provides resourc-
es for our classes that improve student engagement, 
improve 21st-century skills students will need outside 
of the classroom, provide peer collaboration opportu-
nities and provide opportunities for a wider range of 
publication and audience. For our students who are on 
IEPs or other accommodation plans, the writing pro-
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cess itself is an accommodation as it is work that is 
chunked into manageable steps. However, technology, 
like text-to-speech and talking word processors, pro-
vides additional accommodations for our students who 
need it the most. The opportunities that are available to 
our students by adding technology to the writing pro-
cess have long-term benefits and will foster a commu-
nity of students who are actually excited to write.
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As classroom managers and deliverers of in-struction, many teachers lack the awareness and knowledge to provide a culturally re-
sponsive learning environment, and it is not as simple 
as knowing the cultural traditions of African Ameri-
cans and Latinos. Cultural competency for all teach-
ers means recognizing and understanding the norms 
and tendencies of their student populations, which 
are dictated mostly by societal, ethnic, and socioeco-
nomic influences. Mary Dilg (2004), author of “From 
Home to School and Home Again” summarizes the 
complex dichotomy students experience balancing 
their home and school lives stating, “multiple cultural 
backgrounds and identities [provide the backdrop] for 
the movement between the two worlds each student 
inhabits” (p. 143). While many students transition be-
tween the vast chasms of their home and school lives, 
none experience the polarity more than non-native, 
English-speaking students.
A great teacher creates a sense of community 
and belonging to provide a supportive and collabora-
tive classroom environment. This is one of the most 
important components in an effective teacher-student 
relationship, and that the relationship must be culti-
vated with a mutual respect and understanding of one 
another. A positive relationship does not happen unless 
teachers put in time and research getting to know their 
student population. One way teachers can foster strong 
relationships with their students is through developing 
a diverse and well-rounded classroom library. Chil-
dren’s literature provides meaningful opportunities to 
connect with readers, whether through vibrant illustra-
tions, realistic and relatable stories, or creative folk-
tales filled with mystery and moral dilemmas. English 
learners will benefit from connecting their culture to 
the curriculum, and incorporating diverse and multi-
cultural literature in a classroom library is an effort-
less way teachers can establish a welcoming and invit-
ing environment for all students. Depending on their 
proficiency level and their background knowledge, 
English Learners (ELs) may struggle to interpret and 
comprehend academic vocabulary. Therefore, provid-
ing a wide range of reading opportunities will increase 
exposure to complex vocabulary while celebrating the 
differences that make each culture unique.  The fol-
lowing article evaluates varied examples of multicul-
tural children’s literature and discusses how those texts 
can help promote a culturally responsive learning en-
vironment.
Loretta Seto’s (2013) children’s book, Moon-
cakes, is set during the Moon Festival, a summer festi-
val celebrated by Chinese families with candle-lit paper 
lanterns, moon viewing, mooncakes, and storytelling. 
While holiday celebrations should not epitomize any 
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specific culture, it would be a disservice for teachers 
to avoid sharing these stories with children. In Moon-
cakes, a first- person narrative, a small girl describes her 
family’s practices in the present tense: “Soon there will 
be mooncakes to eat, sweet and chewy….They make a 
circle for me and Mama and Baba. They make a circle 
for my family.” (Seto, 2013, p. 9). Embedded in the 
story are three Chinese folktales that the contemporary 
parents share with their daughter: a cruel tyrant chases 
his wife until she escapes to a castle in the sky, a lazy 
woodcutter chops at a cinnamon tree that never dies, 
and a rabbit offers himself up as a meal to three hun-
gry magicians. The characters in Mooncakes represent 
some of the heroes and villains portrayed in traditional 
Chinese fables commonly associated with the moon 
festival and reinforce important values such as family 
and kindness. Even though the folktale characters are 
fictional, they provide an opportunity for cross-cultural 
connections focused on moral dilemmas. Furthermore, 
the soft watercolor illustrations by Renné Benoit cre-
ate a whimsical image in a traditional Chinese style 
through the blending of warm tones, while emphasiz-
ing the importance of family. The illustrations give the 
reader a visual of what goes on during the Moon Fes-
tival and exposes young readers to unfamiliar cultural 
celebrations.
Another example of children’s literature that 
supports and explores diverse cultural celebrations 
is A Festival of Colors written by S. Sehgal and K. 
Sehgal (2019). The story depicts siblings Mintoo and 
Chintoo who are busy gathering flowers to grind into 
colorful powders to toss during Holi, the Indian Festi-
val of Colors. Holi is a Hindu celebration that occurs 
in the beginning of spring and “symbolizes inclusive-
ness, new beginnings, and the triumph of good over 
evil” (Sehgal, S & Sehgal, K., 2019, p. 1). Sehgal and 
Sehgal explain when the citizens of India are throw-
ing their colors, they are really throwing joy, harmony, 
love, and a reason to start anew. Creative and cultur-
ally responsive educators can develop activities remi-
niscent of Holi in their own classrooms, demonstrating 
how inclusive teaching fosters a positive and effective 
learning environment.
Immigration and the challenges associated with 
relocating to a new country are other important issues 
made more accessible through children’s literature. 
In Danny Ramadan’s (2020) Salma the Syrian Chef, 
the reader discovers that Salma and her mother have 
recently immigrated to Vancouver, British Columbia 
from Syria and are struggling to acclimate to their new 
home; they miss their familiar culture, language, and 
family. Salma, hoping to cheer up her Mama, decides 
to make a homemade Syrian meal. However, Salma 
does not know the recipe, or what to call the vegetables 
in English, or where to find the right spices. Luckily, 
the staff and other newcomers at the Welcome Center 
are willing to help Salma make Foul Shami. The Syri-
an culture is beautifully represented in this short story, 
and the diverse cast of characters reinforces the impor-
tance in having a strong, supportive community during 
challenging circumstances.
Food can be a historic and essential part of 
many culturally significant celebrations, but food can 
also operate as an expression of cultural identity. Immi-
grants bring the food of their countries with them wher-
ever they go, and cooking traditional food is a way of 
preserving their heritage when relocating to new plac-
es. Author Aisha Saeed shares a Pakistani staple with 
readers in her children’s book titled, Bilal Cooks Daal. 
When Bilal’s father begins to make the South Asian 
legume stew, Bilal, and his friends Morgan and Elias 
are eager to help, Abu tells them, “This dish takes pa-
tience.…This dish takes time” (Saeed, 2019, p. 7). The 
children choose to make chana daal (with split chick-
peas) and line up the spices: turmeric, chili, and cum-
in. But when Morgan and Elias wonder aloud why the 
daal looks and smells funny, Bilal becomes concerned 
that his friends will not like his favorite food. This de-
lightful picture book showcases the value of patience, 
teamwork, and community, which teachers can easily 
connect to social- emotional objectives. To promote in-
ferential thinking and encourage peer communication, 
children can reflect about an instance when they tried 
something new and can discuss their experience in a 
partner share or small-group setting.
Ensuring that multiculturalism is ever present 
in the classroom means providing opportunities for 
children to see themselves and/or their family structure 
represented in literature. In 2014, renowned children’s 
book author, Walter Dean Myers asked readers to con-
sider people of color in children’s books. A Balloon for 
Grandad, written by Nigel Gray (1988) and illustrated 
by Jane Ray (1988), is an imaginative story told by 
Sam, a biracial boy, about the adventures of his bal-
loon as it travels to North Africa, where his grandad, 
Abdulla, resides. Jane Ray uses creative illustrations 
to portray the flora and fauna of Africa and informs 
the reader that Sam’s parents are each of a different 
ethnicity. Without illustrations, this detail about Sam’s 
multi-racial background would be lost. However, for 
the many children who identify as biracial, this short 
story allows young readers to infer a deeper connec-
tion with the text. 
Octopus Stew, by Eric Velasquez (2019) is a 
funny adventure that is visually rich and full of imagi-
nation, giving readers a glimpse of Latinx storytelling 
traditions through the eyes of a young boy. The back-
and-forth between Ramsey and his grandma will be 
familiar to many families, as will his dislike for eating 
foods commonly favored by grown-ups. This book is 
best read aloud with Spanish words and phrases mixed 
throughout the book, captivating native Spanish speak-
ers and encouraging non-native English-speaking stu-
dents the opportunity to share their language with the 
class. Having literature in the classroom that English 
learners can read in their native language is vital in cre-
ating an inclusive and inviting learning environment.
Folktales are an integral part of many cultures 
and are most commonly defined as stories told by word 
of mouth, passed down orally through generations, and 
are often rooted in superstition and accompanied with a 
strong moral or ethical theme. Paul Goble is the author 
of a children’s book series that shares the adventurous 
mishaps of Iktomi, who is a trickster in Plains Indian 
folklore. In Iktomi and the Boulder (1992), Iktomi is 
a conceited, selfish liar and attempts to defeat a boul-
der with the assistance of some bats, which provides 
a mythical explanation as to why the Great Plains are 
covered with small stones. These legends are import-
ant to share with young students and allow educators 
the opportunity to have reflective discussions with stu-
dents about how their choices can impact others. 
Another example of folklore with a less-than- 
honorable main character is Tiger Soup, An Anansi 
Story from Jamaica, retold and illustrated by Frances 
Temple (1994) and depicts the sneaky behavior of An-
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ansi the spider. In contrast to Iktomi, Anansi is able 
to steal Tiger’s soup and blames other animals with-
out consequence. Selecting literature that students 
can identify with, and/or having some existing back-
ground knowledge about the Great Plains Nation’s 
and the Jamaican culture is an excellent way to sup-
port EL students. Then content-related objectives can 
be developed around the text, such as comparing and 
contrasting the characters, plot, and themes, or asking 
inferential questions about the choices made by Iktomi 
and Anansi. 
It is evident that there are hundreds of chil-
dren’s books written in a culturally responsive and in-
clusive manner, and teachers should make sure to keep 
a well-stocked and diverse classroom library to ensure 
all students feel supported. Showing children that edu-
cators see and value all aspects of their lives, including 
attributes related to race and culture, is a critical step 
in helping EL students feel welcome and connected to 
their teachers and peers. Children’s literature offers an 
engaging opportunity to generate conversations with 
young people about how cultural differences can be 
celebrated. Books can be mirrors in which children 
see and identify with images and experiences similar 
to their own, and books can also be windows, enabling 
young readers to gain new cultural perspectives by 
peering into others’ worlds. This is precisely the reason 
why educators should choose books that help children 
see themselves, while expanding their understanding 
of other people, places, and traditions in this vast, mul-
ticultural world. 
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“Does this spark joy?” (Kondo “6 Rules of Ti-
dying”). After the release of the Netflix series, Tidying 
Up with Marie Kondo (2019), this became a common-
ly referenced question as many tried to use Marie Kon-
do’s method to tidy their physical spaces. Although 
typically used for the purpose of home organization, 
this question should also be applied to the texts and 
the methods used to teach literature in the high school 
English curriculum. Do the texts used spark joy for 
students? Are the methods used to teach these texts ef-
fectively engaging students? 
According to prior research, the answer to both 
of these questions seems to be no. Data from the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts has shown that “less 
than one-third of 13-year-olds are daily readers” (Mor-
gan and Wagner 660) as “a ‘calamitous, universal fall-
ing off of reading occurs for many students at around 
age 13 and often continues through the rest of these stu-
dents’ lives” (Gallagher 37). By the time students have 
reached the high school level, they are often already 
frustrated by and disinterested in reading, as research 
conducted over the past two decades has consistently 
found that “motivation for literacy and other academic 
subjects declines at middle grade levels” (Guthrie et 
al. 440). Once they reach high school, most students 
seem to become less engaged readers as the joy and 
motivation to read have been stripped away by years of 
standardized testing as well as being told what to read. 
Students who become disengaged and discouraged by 
reading often turn to websites such as SparkNotes or 
Shmoop to replace reading. Although these websites 
can offer some helpful resources for struggling readers, 
they should not be replacing reading. Offering students 
choice in the literature they read, along with a method 
for receiving their feedback, should be implemented in 
the high school English curriculum in order to increase 
students’ motivation to read.   
Literature selection and the use of literature in 
high school English classrooms have been topics I’ve 
been interested in researching over the past three years. 
In 2018, I conducted research analyzing the factors 
that influence the literature selection in a high school 
English language arts (ELA) curriculum. This research 
was conducted by surveying and interviewing high 
school English teachers from Massachusetts, Con-
necticut and Rhode Island. The most influential factor 
cited by teachers in their process of selecting litera-
ture was the thoughts and feelings of students. Of the 
212 public, private, and charter high school English 
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teachers surveyed, “79.2% of teachers either agreed or 
strongly agreed that students’ thoughts and feelings are 
factors that are considered when selecting literature” 
(Geoghegan 38). An official poll conducted by the Na-
tional Reading Research Center (NRCC) also found 
that even when given a list of 99 options, teachers se-
lected creating interest in reading as their top priority 
(Guthrie et al. 439). However, when I discussed this 
factor further with the nine teachers I interviewed, only 
one teacher had any way of receiving formal feedback 
on the thoughts and feelings of his students. But even 
this feedback was limited as he only solicited feedback 
from his AP literature students. 
In a time when reading engagement is declin-
ing, teachers need to be seeking out the thoughts and 
feelings of their students in combination with their ef-
forts to increase opportunities for student choice. My 
research seeks to fill part of this gap with a survey 
completed by current high school English students. In 
this anonymous survey, 375 students responded to 7 
multiple choice and 2 short-answer questions that ad-
dressed their reading habits, their feelings about read-
ing, and their thoughts about two possible models for 
providing choice reading in the high school English 
classroom. I also hope that my research can shed new 
light on the benefits of offering students choice at the 
high school level, since most research on this topic has 
been conducted at the middle school level and “few 
studies [have explored] the role of choice within a high 
school setting” (Morgan and Wagner 660).
Choice Reading Formats
There are a variety of ways in which students 
can be given a choice in the books they are reading, 
but I will be focusing on two specific formats. The 
first choice reading scenario that I am analyzing and 
seeking student feedback on is Christopher Wagner’s 
format, which allows students to choose any book to 
read. Wagner, a high school teacher in Ohio, wanted 
to address the disengagement he had noticed in his 
students by moving away from the “‘traditional’ high 
school mindset” which “focuses on teaching partic-
ular books rather than particular ways to think about 
texts” and begin to shift this mindset by implementing 
a three-week choice reading unit that pulls from Nan-
cy Atwell’s “Reading Workshop format” (Morgan and 
Wagner 660-61). Wagner’s choice reading unit allowed 
students to choose any book(s) to read over this three-
week period. Class time was structured to open with a 
mini-lesson on a topic addressed in the standards, such 
as point of view or tone, which students would then ap-
ply to their own books. Wagner would then assess the 
students’ understanding of these concepts through jour-
nal entries and reading conferences. This model was 
only one unit in Wagner’s curriculum since he believed 
students should still “read some canonical literature, 
but he did not want that to be all they read” (Morgan 
and Wagner 665). I agree with Wagner that a balance 
should still exist in order to engage students and help 
them find joy in reading, as well as to challenge stu-
dents and guide them through more complex works. 
The second choice reading scenario more pur-
posefully combines the use of classic texts with con-
temporary novels. After or while reading a whole-
class novel, students get the opportunity to select a 
contemporary text to read from a pre-selected list that 
connects to the class novel through an element such 
as theme, conflict, or character. Variations of this for-
mat were discussed by Barry Gilmore as well as Berit 
Gordon. Gilmore suggests four ways in which choice 
reading can be incorporated into the high school En-
glish curriculum and his first suggestion is to “pair a 
nontraditional text with a traditional one” by linking 
“high-interest books thematically or by subject area 
with a required classic” (49). This suggestion is ex-
panded on by Berit Gordon in her book, No More Fake 
Reading, which discusses the benefits of this format 
and provides strategies for implementing a blend of 
choice reading with classic literature. Both Gilmore 
and Gordon see the value of providing students with 
choice, while also providing a balance of high-inter-
est, contemporary texts, alongside challenging, classic 
texts in order to engage readers while strengthening 
their critical thinking skills. Both formats offer English 
teachers an opportunity to incorporate more opportuni-
ties for student choice while still balancing traditional 
curriculum and the state standards.  
Opposing Viewpoints
Even though research has shown the bene-
fits offered by choice reading, there are some teach-
ers and scholars who are skeptical and have argued 
that students should not get to choose what they read 
(Geoghegan 38-41; Prose; Stotsky). Critics of offering 
students choice fear that rigor and literary merit will be 
lost if they concede this autonomy to students. Sandra 
Stotsky, professor emerita in the Department of Educa-
tion Reform at the University of Arkansas, is one such 
critic, who feels that providing students with choice 
in order to engage them in reading overshadows the 
academic purpose of an English class (The Death and 
Resurrection of a Coherent Literature Curriculum). 
Stotsky is primarily concerned with teachers’ ability 
to maintain academic rigor, but she fails to note that 
contemporary books can be just as rigorous and hold as 
much merit as the classics (Gallo 36). Stotsky’s argu-
ment also implies that engagement and academic rigor 
are unrelated concepts that English teachers must pick 
and choose from. However, effective English teachers 
understand that students need to feel engaged and mo-
tivated first in order to perform at a higher academic 
level.
Stotsky is also concerned that choice reading 
will lead to a lack of uniformity within the high school 
English curriculum. The implementation of choice 
reading creates a “highly individualistic literature cur-
riculum,” according to Stotsky, that is insufficient in 
providing students with a common educational foun-
dation that she believes a strong, American citizen 
should have (“Whose Literature?” 56). Although this 
is a valid concern, it is more important that students are 
being exposed to a variety of perspectives, so that they 
are better prepared to interact with others in the diverse 
world in which we are currently living. Through the 
implementation of choice reading units, students will 
be able to not only read a text they have chosen and 
will enjoy, but they will also practice having conversa-
tions with their peers in which they will offer and build 
upon each other’s different experiences and perspec-
tives. Teaching all American students the exact same 
book is limiting and does not reflect real-life reading 
habits. 
Francine Prose expresses similar concerns as 
she argues that more of a focus should be placed on 
complex, classic literature because she sees this as the 
only way for students to be exposed to great literature, 
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expand their vocabularies, improve their comprehen-
sion, and deepen their levels of critical thinking (183). 
Prose presents an interesting argument for the monop-
oly of classic literature at the high school level, but 
she takes an elitist stance in which she does not ap-
pear to care about the diverse needs and abilities of 
all students. According to her, all teenagers should be 
capable of reading and appreciating complex literature 
and only by reading the classics will they find a love 
for literature (184). She assumes that all students can 
fit this mold, that all students care deeply about read-
ing classic literature, and that contemporary texts are 
not as complex or valuable as more traditional choices. 
However, in order to engage students in reading while 
still challenging them, there does need to be a balance 
between guiding students through these complex, ca-
nonical works while also offering students choice in 
their reading to help them develop a greater apprecia-
tion and motivation for reading.
The debate between the use of classic and con-
temporary texts in the high school English curriculum 
is one that I will touch upon briefly here simply to state 
that I am not arguing for the removal of the classics 
from the high school English curriculum. Instead, I am 
arguing for more opportunities for choice to be pro-
vided to students in the books they are reading, which 
often coincides with the inclusion of more contempo-
rary texts. In my research, several scholars discuss the 
use of classic and contemporary texts within their own 
arguments about choice reading, but I did not come 
across any scholars that argued for an abandonment 
of the classics. Instead, many agree that there should 
be a balance between classic and contemporary texts 
(Gallo; Gilmore; Gordon; Morgan and Wagner). Sev-
eral students also expressed this desire for a balance 
between choice texts and whole-class novels in their 
survey responses. Students shared that they would still 
like to have opportunities to read a whole-class novel 
so they can have class discussions and work with their 
peers on a common book, but they also want to have 
opportunities to choose what they read since this would 
“make English more enjoyable and engaging for many 
students.” Students and scholars may have differing 
opinions on how this balance could be achieved, but 
they can agree on one thing: choice reading should be 
incorporated more often. 
Providing students with the freedom to choose 
their own books has been shown to yield noticeably 
positive results (Allred and Cena; Gilmore; Gordon; 
Morgan and Wagner). A prominent example of these 
positive results can be seen in the data collected by 
Johnny B. Allred and Michael E. Cena. Allred and 
Cena conducted research in two 11th-grade English 
language arts (ELA) classrooms “in a western U.S. 
public high school” (29). Allred and Cena collected 
data using field notes, daily student-participant quick 
writes, anecdotal summaries of daily classroom inter-
actions, and pre- and post-reading motivational sur-
veys during an 18-day unit in which students were 
given the opportunity to choose a book to read and 
then discuss it with peers, who were reading a similar 
genre, in literature circles (29-30). At the conclusion 
of Allred’s and Cena’s research study, they found that 
the average score for students rating of reading value 
and reading self-concept on the motivational survey 
posttest “was higher at the end of the study… than at 
the beginning… [and] the difference between means 
was statistically significant” (31). 
Choice reading has been shown to increase stu-
dent engagement, help students further develop a sense 
of identity, improve self-regulation, inspire intrinsic 
motivation, expand students’ vocabulary and improve 
performance on standardized tests (Gallagher 40; Mor-
gan and Wagner 660, 666). There are a wide variety 
of ways in which teachers can implement choice read-
ing to obtain similar positive results, but as mentioned 
earlier, I will be focusing on Wagner’s, Gilmore’s, and 
Gordon’s choice reading formats. 
Methodology
Qualitative and quantitative research methods 
were used through the distribution of the survey. This 
combined research method was used because the mul-
tiple-choice questions on the survey provided more 
quantitative, statistical data, while other questions 
on the survey were open-ended, so students had the 
opportunity to share their own thoughts and feelings 
from which I could obtain qualitative data. I chose to 
conduct my research in this way since a survey was 
the easiest way in which to receive input from a larger 
number of students. This also allowed me to analyze 
and compare both my quantitative and qualitative data 
with similar data from previous research studies. 
The survey was created using Google Forms 
and questions were focused on students’ habits, 
thoughts, and feelings on reading. Students were asked 
a variety of multiple-choice and open-response ques-
tions. The questions included in my survey can be 
found in Appendix A. Students completed the survey 
anonymously and questions about student demograph-
ics or identifying factors were excluded to maintain 
anonymity. Before distributing my survey, I obtained 
permission from my department head, and I then sent 
the survey link to colleagues in my department. It was 
optional for teachers to share this survey with their stu-
dents, but I was able to receive 375 student survey re-
sponses. Although this research was limited in scope, it 
could be easily replicated at other high schools across 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts or the country to 
see if other high school students have similar or differ-
ing responses.
The survey was completed by students from 
Shrewsbury High School (SHS) in Shrewsbury, Mas-
sachusetts. General demographic information about the 
9th- through 12th-grade students who took this survey 
was found on the Massachusetts Department of Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education (DESE) school pro-
file website. According to the Shrewsbury High School 
profile, there were 1,873 students enrolled at the time, 
and of these students, 873 identified as male, 998 iden-
tified as female, and two identified as nonbinary. The 
SHS student population was also comprised of the 
following races and ethnicities:  56.2% White, 27.2% 
Asian, 8.8% Hispanic, 3.7% Multi-race/non-Hispanic, 
3.6% African American, and 0.4% Native American 
(Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education). 
Findings
In order to contribute new information to the 
research regarding different reading and choice for-
mats, I surveyed 375 current high school students to 
get their anonymous, honest feedback on these formats 
along with their thoughts on reading in general. As 
highlighted earlier, one of the biggest challenges high 
school English teachers face when it comes to reading 
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is the fact that many students have developed a strong 
distaste for reading by the time they enter the ninth 
grade. This sentiment was reflected in students’ survey 
responses. Out of the 375 students I surveyed, 71.7% 
of students shared that when they realized they no lon-
ger enjoyed reading, it was at some point between the 
fourth and eighth grade. A total of 20.4% of students 
said they did not enjoy reading at all, which does not 
seem like a significant percentage at first. Howev-
er, when this is combined with the fact that 51.2% of 
students said they enjoy reading only when they get 
to choose their book, this shows that the majority of 
high school students no longer enjoy reading because 
they either have not been given the support in finding a 
book they enjoy, or they have only been reading books 
they have been assigned for class.
Besides the variety of multiple-choice ques-
tions regarding their reading habits and preferences, 
students were also asked to read two scenarios and 
then explain whether they would or would not like an 
English class formatted in that way. Students respond-
ed much more favorably to the first scenario, inspired 
by Wagner’s format, which gave them the freedom to 
read any book of their choice, as opposed to the second 
scenario, inspired by Gilmore’s and Gordon’s format, 
in which students would choose a book from a pre-
selected list that connects to a previous or upcoming 
whole-class novel in some way. In response to the first 
scenario, 254 students (67.5%) expressed definitive in-
terest, 76 students (20.3%) were uncertain whether they 
would enjoy this format, and 45 students (12%) stated 
that they would not enjoy this format. In response to 
the second scenario, only 161 students (42.8%) ex-
pressed definitive interest, 56 students (14.9%) were 
uncertain whether they would enjoy this format, and 
158 students (42%) stated that they would not enjoy 
this format. Since the first scenario provided students 
with more choice, I anticipated they would prefer this 
format, but I was surprised by how many more stu-
dents were opposed to the second scenario. 
Although students were able to find some pos-
itive aspects to the second scenario, they were over-
whelmingly in favor of the first scenario. Several 
benefits were highlighted by students, but they were 
primarily drawn to the first scenario since this offered 
them the most choice. One student shared that this sce-
nario would be the most beneficial, since it will not 
only increase students’ motivation to read, but it will 
also “help kids grow more and learn better because 
they are getting a one-on-one experience [with] the 
teacher.” Choice reading would not only help to im-
prove students’ confidence in their reading ability, but 
it would also help to improve their academic perfor-
mance as one student stated that they “perform better 
academically when [they’re] interested in the subject 
they’re studying” and “would look forward to [their] 
English homework instead of dreading it.” If English 
teachers want students to feel motivated to read and 
excited about their learning like they claim they do, 
then choice reading should be incorporated into the 
curriculum. 
Although students favored the first scenario, 
there were still several students who expressed con-
cerns and highlighted possible issues with this format. 
Students were concerned that this scenario would make 
it difficult to have common discussions and for students 
to receive help from their teacher or classmates if they 
were reading different books. It may be challenging 
for teachers to have an in-depth understanding of each 
student’s book if students are given complete freedom 
of choice, but it is still possible to have whole-class 
discussions on literary elements such as theme, char-
acter, and tone, among many others. These discussions 
would help students understand how to respectfully 
and productively contribute to a conversation of dif-
fering perspectives and build on one another’s ideas. 
These discussions may also help spark an interest in a 
new book as one student shared that they would enjoy 
this format most since “I would have the opportunity to 
learn about new books that other kids read in class and 
that would increase my interest in reading.”
Implications
Even though Wagner’s research, which inspired 
the first scenario, was conducted once with one class of 
students, over a brief three-week period, he was still 
able to find many positive results which current high 
school students were able to highlight in their survey 
responses. Over this three-week period, Wagner’s stu-
dents read 81 books total, and students “finished the 
unit with 46 As, 9 Bs, and 2 Cs” which was based on 
“journals, conferences, and an assessment that checked 
their ability to apply the concepts” (Morgan and Wag-
ner 665). Wagner was able to teach in a way that al-
lowed him to cover literary elements addressed in the 
standards, better work with and assess students as in-
dividual learners through one-on-one conferences, and 
witness “students becoming more engaged with their 
reading” (Morgan and Wagner 666).
In comparison to the first scenario inspired by 
Wagner, the second scenario inspired by Gilmore and 
Gordon was received less favorably, but it did still 
have a good amount of student interest. Students were 
primarily opposed to this scenario because of the lim-
itation of choice and the requirement to read a classic, 
whole-class novel. Those who preferred this format 
liked the opportunity for choice, the possibility to still 
have class discussions, and the ability to work with 
their peers on the class novel. Even though students re-
sponded differently to each scenario, they agreed that 
they would like some form of choice in the books they 
read. However, implementing choice reading into the 
high school English curriculum is not always viewed 
favorably by teachers. 
Hesitation to implement a choice reading unit 
often stems from concerns that are similar to those 
expressed by critics such as Stotsky and Prose. Many 
wonder how students will be challenged in their read-
ing if they are not focused on reading the classics. Two 
high school English teachers who I had interviewed in 
a previous research study voiced this concern. They 
cited “literary merit” as their primary factor when 
choosing texts for their curriculum since books such 
as Moby Dick may not be a student’s first choice, but 
“they’re going to read it because they need to [and] it 
has a tremendous amount of literary merit” (Geoghe-
gan 39). I agree that literary merit should be valued in 
texts chosen for the high school English curriculum, 
and teachers should be given autonomy to make these 
choices as professionals. However, this viewpoint 
is narrow-minded since it implies that contemporary 
texts are too simple; the curriculum would be “dumbed 
down” as a result of including them; and if given the 
opportunity to choose, students would never be inter-
ested in reading the classics when this is not always 
the case (“Whose Literature?” 55). Solely requiring 
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students to read challenging books, such as the clas-
sics, for the entirety of their high school career leads to 
frustration for the students and is an ineffective strate-
gy for building students’ confidence and motivation to 
read (Ivey and Fisher 11-12). Providing students with 
choice can help to build their confidence and increase 
their motivation to read. Although these criticisms of 
contemporary texts are narrow-minded, I do agree 
that it is still important for students to be challenged 
in order to grow as readers and learners. Because of 
this, students should either be working from reading a 
choice novel to a more challenging whole-class novel, 
or their next choice reading book should be slightly 
more challenging to take their reading to the next level.
 
Conclusion
As teachers, scholars, and researchers continue 
to research and analyze different methods of imple-
menting choice reading at the high school level, it is 
important to involve students in the conversation by 
soliciting their feedback. What this research has high-
lighted for me as an English teacher is that students are 
not asked for their input about their reading as often as 
they should be. I was impressed by the intuition and 
thoughtfulness shown by students in their survey re-
sponses and feel that both students and teachers would 
benefit from increased opportunities for student feed-
back. If they are the audience that is being served, then 
it is crucial that their feedback is received, analyzed and 
acted upon. In their survey responses, several students 
expressed their gratitude for having an opportunity to 
share their thoughts and feelings. Incorporating more 
opportunities for students to reflect on their learning, 
practice metacognition and have their voices heard as 
valuable members of the high school community will 
ideally result in positive changes that will help inform 
teaching practices and student learning.
In order to engage students in reading and 
help foster empathy and strong critical thinking skills, 
high school English teachers should be implementing 
choice reading at some point within their curriculum. 
When given more choice, students respond more pos-
itively, feel motivated to read and are more likely to 
engage in class discussions and activities (Allred and 
Cena; Gilmore; Gordon; Morgan and Wagner). English 
teachers do not have to abandon the classics in order to 
accomplish this as they can still provide a balance be-
tween student choice and whole-class novels through 
Gilmore and Gordon’s second scenario. As was shown 
by Wagner’s research and the survey responses from 
current high school students, students respond more 
positively to increased opportunities for choice. When 
students feel involved in their learning, their engage-
ment and motivation increase. This involvement can 
be achieved through both choice reading and regular 
student surveys, but we cannot continue to expect stu-
dents to develop a love for reading or feel motivated 
to read if they are continuously force-fed books. In 
order to effectively engage students, they should also 
be involved in this conversation around implementing 
choice in the high school English classroom by seek-
ing their feedback through formats such as surveys or 
written responses. Rekindling the spark of joy in read-
ing is unlikely to happen unless more opportunities for 
choice reading are implemented in high school English 
classrooms. 
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Appendix A
Survey Questions
1. What level of English are you currently 
 enrolled in?
 A. A level 
 B. B level 
 C. Honors
 D. AP
 E. Other: 
2. Do you enjoy reading? 
 A. Yes, I like reading!
 B. Yes, but only when I get to choose what I read.
 C. No, I don’t like reading.
3. If you selected no to the question above, at which 
 grade level did you realize you didn’t enjoy 
 reading?
 A. 4th grade
 B. 5th grade
 C. 6th grade
 D. 7th grade
 E. 8th grade
 F. 9th grade
 G. Other: 
(Scenario #1) Read the following scenario for an En-
glish class format: Scenario #1: “Imagine an English 
class where you get to pick what you read. It doesn’t 
matter if you want to read Harry Potter or an autobiog-
raphy on your favorite athlete. YOU get to pick. You’d 
still have to learn concepts like point of view, but in-
stead of basing them on a book we read as a class, they 
will apply to your book. Instead of handouts, you will 
have a one-on-one conference with [your teacher] to 
discuss your book. Your only homework every night 
would be to read for 30 minutes and you would read in 
class.” (Morgan and Wagner 661)
4. Would you like an English class formatted like 
 this? Why or why not?
 
(Scenario #2) Read the following scenario for an En-
glish class format: Scenario #2: You will read a clas-
sic novel together with your whole class. Following 
this unit, you would then get to choose a contempo-
rary book of your choice from a pre-selected list that 
connects with themes, characters, conflict, etc. to the 
whole-class novel. You would then connect these con-
cepts and themes from your modern, choice novel to 
the classic, whole-class novel. 
5. Would you like an English class formatted like 
 this? Why or why not? 
6. Which format of reading would you prefer in your 
 English class?
 A. Students read the same novel as the whole 
 class.
 B. Students get to choose a novel to read from a 
 pre-selected list.
C. Students get to choose any novel to read.
D.  Students choose a modern novel to read that is 
paired with excerpts from an older text (Example: 
Students read The Sun is Also a Star by Nicola 
Yoon with excerpts from Romeo and Juliet by Wil-
liam Shakespeare).
7.  Please select any of the following formats or sce-
narios you have already experienced in your high 
school English class(es)
 A. I was able to choose any book I wanted to read.
 B.  I was able to choose a book to read from a 
pre-selected list or for a specific theme/topic.
 C.  I have worked in a book club/lit circle format 
where we all read the same book that we were 
able to choose.
 D.  I have worked in a book club/lit circle format 
where we all read the same book that the rest of 
the class was reading.
 E.  I have worked in a book club/lit circle format 
where we were all reading different books that 
we got to choose.
 F.  I have never been given the opportunity to 
choose a book to read for an English class.
 G.  I have never been asked to work in a book club/
lit circle format for an English class.





 D. Historical Fiction
 E. Fantasy
 F. Science Fiction
 G. Poetry/Novels in Verse




 L. Young Adult (YA)
 M. Classics
 N. Other:
9.  Do you know how to find a book that you’d like to 
read?
 A.  Yes, I know how to find a book I would enjoy 
reading or I know how to ask for help from my 
teacher or a librarian.
 B.  No, I have no idea where I would start to look 
for a book I would enjoy reading.
10.  Optional: Use the space below to add any final 
thoughts or comments on any of the above ques-
tions.
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Parenting Styles, 




A Literature  





In recent decades, numerous studies have been con-ducted on parenting styles, parenting stress, and parenting resiliency as pertains to parenting chil-
dren with disabilities (Gau et al., 2010; Hirschler-Gut-
tenberg et al., 2015; Phillips et al., 2017; Sinha et al., 
2016; Wachtel & Carter, 2008; Woolfson & Grant, 
2006). However, many studies prior to the 2000s have 
focused on the negative impact to parents and fami-
ly functioning (Beckman-Bell, 1981; Hadadian, 1994; 
Hanline, 1991). While there has been a shift in the lit-
erature focus on the positives of raising children with 
disabilities (Dyches et. al, 2012; Gouveia et al., 2016), 
more research is needed on the positive impacts asso-
ciated with parenting a child who has disabilities, as 
well as the impact of positive parenting on long-term 
outcomes for children with disabilities (Dyches et. al, 
2012). The purpose of this paper is to explore literature 
related to parenting styles, parental reaction to a diag-
nosis, and parental perceptions of raising a child with 
disabilities; to offer new directions for research and 
implications for clinical practice; as well as to examine 
mindfulness parenting for children with disabilities. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (2020), “a disability is any condition of 
the body or mind (impairment) that makes it more dif-
ficult for the person with the condition to do certain ac-
tivities (activity limitation) and interact with the world 
around them (participation restrictions)” (para. 1). 
As such, disabilities may encompass mental, 
neurodevelopmental, and physical components of a 
person. Given that people with disabilities are more 
likely to experience abuse, neglect, and trauma at rates 
higher than found in the general population (Cowles 
et al., 2018; Lund et al., 2019; Martorell et al., 2009), 
research on parenting styles, approaches, and reaction 
to diagnoses may shed greater understanding on the 
vulnerability of both people with disabilities and their 
primary caregivers. There is little research I could find 
on comparing the experiences of parenting of children 
with physical disabilities with parenting children with 
mental or neurodevelopmental disabilities. This may 
partly be due to the general lack of research on people 
with disabilities (Hung et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2012), 
particularly, a general lack of research on people with 
intellectual or neurodevelopmental disabilities (Brown 
et al., 2011; Dalton & McVilly, 2004; Vereenooghe & 
Langdon, 2013). Considering the differences in these 
kinds of disabilities, parenting styles, stress, and resil-
iency may be affected differently, as people may be 
at risk for adverse circumstances such as abuse and 
neglect. However, positive parenting research spe-
cifically comparing parenting a child with physical 
disabilities to parenting a child with mental or neu-
rodevelopmental disabilities will add substantially to 
literature on parenting and on disabilities. It may yield 
new parenting training programs that can be more spe-
cifically targeted toward struggling parents of children 
with disabilities.
It is important to note the concept of neurodi-
versity and that advocacy organizations are increasing-
ly making efforts to reframe neurodevelopmental “dis-
orders” as “brain differences [that] are normal, rather 
than deficits” (Understood for All Inc., 2020, para. 1). 
At the same time, it is equally important to note the 
emerging frameworks for disability identity, and how 
disability identity may contribute to increased under-
standing of disability as a normative variation in hu-
man presentation (Forber-Pratt & Zape, 2017). While 
the scope of this paper does not address advocacy di-
rectly, I acknowledge that as advocacy, and especial-
ly self-advocacy, grows, perceptions of children with 
disabilities and neurodevelopmental disorders may 
change and that parenting approaches may change as 
a result.
Baumrind’s parenting typology (1971) is an 
oft-cited explanation for parenting approaches. Baum-
rind’s typology includes four main styles: authorita-
tive, authoritarian, permissive, and uninvolved. This 
typology has served researchers in conceptualizing di-
mensions of parenting and outcomes for children from 
each parenting style (Baumrind, 1971; Dornbusch et. 
al, 1987; Hoeve et al., 2007; Rhee, 2006; Smetana, 
2017). However, Baumrind’s typology was limited in 
areas of diversity (McCubbin et. al, 2016) and did not 
explore the effects that having a child with a disabil-
ity may have on parenting styles. Later research be-
gan to look specifically at parenting styles, resiliency, 
coping, and successful parenting as applied to children 
with disabilities (Dyches et. al, 2012; Gau et al., 2010; 
Gouveia et al., 2016; Hirschler-Guttenberg et al., 2015; 
Phillips et al., 2017; Sinha et al., 2016; Wachtel & Car-
ter, 2008; Woolfson & Grant, 2006).
Smetana (2017) notes, “Parenting styles were 
originally conceptualized as transactionally associated 
with social competence, but studies have mostly fo-
cused on parent-to-child effects. Advances in statisti-
cally modeling have led more rigorous tests of bidirec-
tionality” (p. 19). Rather than parenting styles acting to 
pass on social competence to children, as indicated in 
Baumrind’s typology (1971), children may influence 
their parents’ parenting styles, as may broader consid-
erations such as culture and economics (Burton et al., 
2002; Kerr et al., 2012; Smetana 2017). More research 
on the effects children have on their parents would be a 
considerable addition in understanding parenting styles 
and parenting approaches in a transactional manner.
Some researchers have posited that parenting a 
child with disabilities comes with added stressors com-
pared to parenting a child without disabilities. Hanson 
& Hanline (1990), in relation to the birth of a child 
with a disability, compared the adjustment of these 
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parents to parents of children born without a disability:
This adjustment process may be more difficult 
and additional demands may be placed on the 
parents because of needed hospitalization or 
medical care, developmental or educational 
services, and basic care-giving needs. These 
adjustments not only may be more pronounced, 
but also prolonged as families accommodate to 
new demands that arise over the years with the 
growing child. (p. 234)
Kisler (2014) pointed out the need to acknowl-
edge the variability in emotions in the adjustment pro-
cess of different parents and within the same parents 
at different points in time. Indeed, studies have exam-
ined parental reactions to diagnoses of disabilities in 
their children (Hedderly et al., 2003; Wachtel & Carter, 
2008) and have likened the diagnosis of a disability to 
a loss with a grieving process (Kampfe, 1989). 
From a clinical perspective, for parents experi-
encing the disability diagnosis as a loss, it is important 
to work through the loss as with any other grief. Larson 
(1998) in a study on mothers of Mexican origins notes, 
though, “the stages of grieving may not be accurate in 
this instance where instead of a certain future, mothers 
face an indeterminate future for their child with dis-
ability” (p. 868), and later adds, “Certainly by ordi-
nary standards, this group of mothers could not claim 
‘success’ in mothering by raising future productive 
citizens” (p. 869). Since the ordinary course of child 
development may not apply to these children, parents 
may need to redefine parenting success and adjust their 
parenting goals. To this end, parenting styles and par-
enting resiliency perhaps become more important than 
parenting stress. 
Sinha et al. (2016) found, “Although paren-
tal stress was affected by the diagnosis of the child, 
resilience was not” (p. 110). Therefore, clinicians 
should not assume that high levels of stress imply a 
lack of resiliency and should work with parents from a 
strengths-based perspective by furthering the resilien-
cy parents already have through use of stress reduction 
techniques. Additionally, Sinha et al. (2016) stated,
We found resilience to be highest in authorita-
tive parents and least in authoritarian parents. 
Since level of warmth decreases from author-
itative to permissive to authoritarian parents, 
it can be hypothesized that feelings of warmth 
towards the child more than control affects pa-
rental resilience. (p. 110)
Family therapy with a multisystem approach, 
support groups for parents, respite care, and forming 
social connections with parents whose children have 
similar or related disabilities can work together to low-
er parental stress and increase resiliency, which can 
further feelings of warmth for the child. I suggest that 
for parents with styles that are categorized as low in 
warmth, such as authoritarian; and styles categorized 
with low control, such as permissive, that added sup-
ports may be more necessary than for parents with 
styles categorized as high in warmth and high control, 
such as authoritative. 
Reframing the disability from what a child can-
not do to what a child can do may also provide parents 
with a new perspective on what can be gained from par-
enting a child with a disability instead of what is lost. 
(UNICEF, n.d.) provides a mini parenting master class 
on just this. Skotko et. al (2015) in a set of analyses of 
family perspectives on Down Syndrome (DS) noted, 
Nearly, all parents reported loving (99%) and 
being proud (97%) of their child with DS. 
About 79% said that their outlook on life was 
more positive because of their son/daughter 
with DS. Brothers and sisters also had a favor-
able perspective, with nearly all reporting love 
(97%) and pride (94%). Older siblings report-
ed being a better person (88%) because of their 
brother/sister with DS. (p. 2)
However, other studies have observed that what 
parents describe as positive aspects of parenting a child 
with a disability is not consistent and may better be 
attributed to the development of coping mechanisms, 
conscious or unconscious (Beighton & Wills, 2017, 
2019). This brings forth broader questions about defin-
ing positive aspects of parenting a child with disabili-
ties, and whether coping is what underpins the positive 
experiences, or if positive experiences lead to greater 
coping skills in these parents. I also suggest that par-
enting is not an endpoint but an ongoing and evolving 
process that continues throughout both the child’s and 
parents’ lives. The willingness of a parent to adapt to 
meet their child’s specific needs contributes to whether 
parenting experiences are positive due to the adjust-
ment of expectations. Research investigating the pos-
sible bidirectionality of parent-child relationships and 
coping-positive parenting experiences may illuminate 
more on these murky areas of literature and provide 
more options for strength-based clinical approaches 
for families with children who have disabilities. Spe-
cific parenting skills programs for improving adapt-
ability or willingness to adapt for struggling parents of 
children with disabilities could shore up strengths and 
coping skills in this population. 
A relatively new area of parenting research fo-
cuses on mindfulness (Bögels et al., 2010; Cohen & 
Semple, 2009; Corthorn & Milicic, 2015; Oord et. al, 
2011). Kabat-Zinn (2003) looks at mindfulness as “the 
awareness that emerges through paying attention on 
purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally 
to the unfolding of experience moment by moment” 
(p.145). Mindfulness also incorporates self-compas-
sion. According to Neff (2003),
Self-compassion entails being kind and under-
standing toward oneself in instances of pain 
or failure rather than being harshly self-criti-
cal; perceiving one’s experiences as part of the 
larger human experience rather than seeing 
them as isolating; and holding painful thoughts 
and feelings in mindful awareness rather than 
over-identifying with them. (p. 233)
Further, Duncan et al. (2009) apply mindful-
ness directly to parenting, 
When parents bring the practices of mindful 
parenting to parent–child interactions, they can 
cultivate an enhanced capacity for parenting 
calmly, with greater consistency, and in great-
er accordance with their goals and values, while 
engendering a warm and nurturing affective 
tenor in the parent–child relationship. Mindful 
parenting will also contribute to a more general-
ly positive parent–child relationship (e.g., more 
positive and less negative affect, greater trust 
and emotional sharing), to greater flexibility and 
responsiveness within the dynamic exchanges 
of parent–child relations, to a decreased level of 
parenting stress, to a wiser use of parenting strat-
egies, and to greater youth well-being. (p. 261)
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Mindfulness and self-compassion programs for 
parents of children with disabilities may engender a 
shift from the coping suggested by Beighton & Willis 
(2017, 2019) to a defined positive parenting experience 
through the growth of self-awareness, self-forgiveness, 
and the use and development of parenting strategies 
that work better for their child. Indeed, Gouveia et. al. 
(2016) found that more mindful parents were likely to 
adopt an authoritative parenting style, which is asso-
ciated with high warmth and high control (McCubbin 
et. al, 2016), while retaining flexibility in parenting ap-
proaches to meet the needs of the child. 
Such flexibility, self-awareness, and self-com-
passion may be more important for parents of children 
with disabilities as it touches on domains of parenting, 
stress reduction, increased warmth of feeling toward 
their child, self-care, and an acceptance that is not 
predicated on disability as a loss, but as an acceptance 
of what is. As such, clinicians working with parents—
and more broadly with families who have children with 
disabilities—may find the incorporation of mindful-
ness effective in improving overall family functioning. 
Moreover, mindfulness has held promise for children 
with various disabilities (Duncan et al., 2009; Mak et 
al., 2017; Oord et al., 2011). Mindfulness may serve 
a greater family purpose in that regard and should be 
considered as one possible treatment option in the ther-
apy modalities pursued by parents of children with dis-
abilities (individual, couples, or family). 
This paper has reviewed literature related to 
parenting styles, parental reactions to a disability-re-
lated diagnosis, and parental perceptions of raising a 
child with disabilities. I have offered new directions 
for research based on current literature, suggested con-
siderations and approaches for clinical practice, and 
explored mindfulness as an intervention for parents of 
children with disabilities. Limitations of this paper are 
that disabilities are as varied as the human condition. 
I did not examine the ways in which the severity of a 
disability impacts parenting styles and approaches, nor 
did I explore the differences in parenting a child born 
or diagnosed at a young age with a disability compared 
to parenting a child who acquired a disability through 
an accident or traumatic event. These are critical areas 
worth further exploration in future literature reviews, 
meta-analyses, and research. I further limited this liter-
ature review to a focus on children and adolescents and 
did not investigate aging and parenting as it pertains 
to parents continuing to care for children with dis-
abilities into adulthood. Additionally, I did not exam-
ine self-perceptions of people with disabilities, which 
may be an area of focus for clinical psychoeducation 
for parents of children with disabilities. Understanding 
how adults with disabilities function on a daily basis 
may provide parents of children with disabilities hope 
for their child’s indeterminate future. 
Strengths of this literature review include the 
plethora of research that is available, and that the re-
search followed a narrative path from disabilities as 
deficits to more encouraging, positive perceptions and/
or copying skills among parents. It would be interest-
ing to examine the impact this trajectory of research 
has on parenting and disability and to use it as a guide 
for furthering positive perceptions of people with dis-
abilities among current and future parents.
In conclusion, disability and parenting research 
is rich in scope and depth. Research on parenting chil-
dren with disabilities is abundant, but opportunities 
exist to add to the literature and clinical practice in the 
areas described in this paper.
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There is an inherent tension in a public platform that both invites artful persuasion and cham-pions personal freedom. In the ancient text 
Gorgias, Plato calls rhetoric not only “the cause of 
freedom to men in general,” but also any man’s source 
of “power over others in his own city” (10). Perhaps 
we can find some sort of comfort in knowing that the 
cacophony of public discourse is not merely a mod-
ern phenomenon. Aristotle was right: in order to be ef-
fective rhetoricians, we must understand what is most 
persuasive, even, I would add, if we find it distasteful 
ourselves. Given this tension, teachers of rhetoric must 
determine how best to equip students to enter into pub-
lic discourse responsibly and democratically. 
Surely, as a society, we prefer amusement and 
affirmation to the truth, and this is not, as some might 
posit, the fault of social media. Socrates made the same 
observations regarding the effectiveness of the Soph-
ists more than two thousand years ago (Plato 14). We 
want the truth as long as it comes easily and affirms 
our sensitivities, which is perhaps why contemporary 
adolescents continually accept as true the falsified ads 
that pop up in the sidebar of their screens. It also ex-
plains why famous actors and athletes, whose money 
and fame distance them greatly from the realities of 
most Americans’ lives, carry such significant rhetorical 
sway in the public sphere. 
Humankind has always had a tenuous rela-
tionship with the truth, so perhaps some clarification 
is needed. By truth, I refer to what Couture calls “the 
capacity of individuals to express the truth of their ex-
perience” (98). She goes on to say that in spite of its 
limitations, words, whether written, spoken, or merely 
pondered, hold power to “develop truth and value in 
human experience” (Couture 2). Truth claims of any 
kind are often met with resistance in a relativistic, 
post-modern or, some would say, post-truth culture, 
yet I would argue that we can differ philosophically 
on our notion of truth while acknowledging a common 
interest in it. 
It is neither my intention nor within my exper-
tise to examine the role of rhetoric over the last couple 
of thousand years in regards to truth-seeking, -telling, 
and -destroying. Rather, my intention is two-fold: to 
take a realistic look at contemporary rhetoric, and 
from that perspective, to consider theoretically how 
we might better teach responsible, by which I mean 
truth-oriented, rhetoric in our classrooms. From this 
theoretical framework, I will introduce specific ways 
to adjust teaching practices for the purpose of promot-
ing responsible rhetoric. My use of the term realistic 
is a reaction to the countless articles on rhetoric that 
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are written as though any teacher in any school, giv-
en the right strategies, might become so inspirational 
as to evoke meaningful discourse that transforms stu-
dents and transcends the classroom. Consider Wayne 
Booth’s Rhetopia, a well-written imagining of rhetor-
ical bliss, where teachers experience the “sheer joy of 
connecting, rhetorically, trustingly, with their students” 
(104). Not only is it unrealistic, but it also assumes that 
a pedagogical solution exists to humankind’s tendency 
to dominate one another through the “most available 
means of persuasion” (Rorty 715). While I appreciate 
Booth’s aspirations and will adopt his term, Rhet-Ed, 
when I reference the enormously undervalued curric-
ulum of rhetoric in schools, I find his “quest for com-
munication” (Booth 89) to lack real-world substance. 
In our classrooms, we are not “fixing” humanity 
but developing thoughtful citizens; therefore, we must 
exist in the mess of reality, aware that students -- and 
their teachers, parents, administrators, politicians, and 
Instagram followers -- love to win an argument, fuel a 
debate, watch a fight, and choose a lie. For this reason, 
truth-seeking is essential to rhetorical instruction, and 
students must learn to recognize their own potential for 
deceit as a rhetorical liability. As a result, their respon-
sibility extends beyond the public platform to inward 
examination, through which students see themselves 
critically as both influential and easily influenced.
In order to create a truth-seeking learning en-
vironment, we must first consider a realistic view of 
contemporary rhetoric. When Aristotle insisted that 
his discourses were subordinate to truth, and that only 
honest orators could rightly handle rhetoric (35), he 
did not anticipate the fluid nature of modern rhetoric, 
where apparently, everyone’s an author (Lunsford et 
al.), and most of us are skeptics (Couture), deleting, 
muting, and unfollowing even first-time offenders 
against our personal sensitivities. Couture explains the 
conundrum well: “We are trying to use language as if 
it can be truthful while believing that it cannot be” (8). 
The resulting frustration postures students (and their 
teachers) to accept “conflict and persuasion” as synon-
ymous with rhetoric (Couture 1-2). 
Since the 1980s, rhetoricians have sought to 
remedy this hostility of public discourse. I admire rhet-
oricians like Foss and Griffin, whose invitational rhet-
oric promotes listening and understanding, as well as 
teacher-rhetors like Burke, who considers rhetoric “a 
tool to overcome divisions” (Rutten and Soetaert 729). 
Their perspectives are valuable, extending beyond the 
mere tropes and schemes that are commonly associat-
ed with rhetoric. But when I consider my classroom, 
realistically, I see ordinary students and an ordinary 
teacher, all of whose interests are often self-indulgent 
and short-sighted. I want to equip these students and 
their teachers to handle the real and unrelenting mes-
sages of modern discourse responsibly. For instance, 
when I read about Kenneth Burke’s “conversation of 
humankind” (Lunsford et al. xxxiii), whereby ideas are 
shared, challenged, and shaped through the unifying 
work of “critical reflection” (Rutten and Soetaert 734), 
I feel simultaneously inspired and exhausted, because 
in a culture inundated with messages, constant critical 
reflection, while admirable, is exhausting. To what-
ever extent this rightly captures the feelings of many 
contemporary adults, how much more so must it speak 
to adolescents who would rather “follow” a post than 
challenge its credibility.
Furthermore, the rapid pace of contemporary 
discourse has muddled the question of individual re-
sponsibility. For example, when I open my Facebook 
account, I encounter a question: “What’s on your 
mind, Sarah?” What is my responsibility at this mo-
ment? Who is asking the question and how fluid is the 
audience that receives my response (Lunsford et al. 
135)? Marback asserts that even our brief interactions, 
including those on social media, are rhetorical, since 
all human relationships are shaped by our desire “to 
appeal to, influence, inspire, or persuade each other” 
(3). An individual who takes risks in order to tell “the 
whole truth that he thinks” and “accept the hurtful truth 
that he hears” (Foucault 13) is an enigma to students 
who fear social backlash for speaking honestly. In or-
der to counter such fears, teachers must show students 
the here-and-now benefits of communicating responsi-
bly, by which I mean, clearly and truthfully.
This is the work of Rhet-Ed, to garner the tools 
necessary for such an endeavor. To be clear, this ap-
proach is not new, yet it is often ineffective. In order 
to move forward, we must adapt a realistic lens: Our 
students are only likely to pick up a rhetorical tool if 
they believe it’s in their own best interest to do so. 
Otherwise, every strategy we teach will exist only as 
classroom theory while “real” discourse continues on 
their screens. I propose a rethinking of Rhet-Ed that 
centers the discussion around individual students, who 
learn to examine lies as liabilities, a necessary step to-
ward responsible participation in public discourse. My 
theoretical approach involves three goals: to advance 
the practice of private discourse, to promote individual 
research, and to elevate self as audience. 
Rhet-Ed begins with an examination of private 
rhetoric as the means by which students gain an un-
derstanding of personal truth as essential to public dis-
course. Contemporary discourse is marked by immedi-
acy and sensationalism. In order to be heard, we must 
compete for a scroll; therefore, thoughtful reflection is 
tossed aside for something faster and sexier. As much 
as the Internet has exacerbated this tendency, Barbara 
Couture anticipated this trend over twenty years ago, 
long before we carried our phones in our back pock-
ets. Her discussion of phenomenological rhetoric (phe-
nomenological refers to the study of consciousness 
and personal experience) values private writing as an 
individual’s personal pursuit of meaning and truth. She 
warns against rhetoric that endlessly seeks to “make a 
case for a truth that will win out over someone else’s 
vision of reality” (Couture 98), a concern that Plato 
shared when he detected the dichotomy between rhet-
oric and “truth-oriented inquiry,” which requires pri-
vate reflection (Rorty 717). Teachers do not disagree, 
but the call to universal and immediate authorship is 
alluring to our students and disrupts the instruction of 
thoughtful discussion.
In order to make meaningful progress toward 
teaching rhetorical responsibility, teachers need to 
temper the glorified portrayal of authorship with re-
al-world warnings about hasty rhetoric. Those who 
shout out their messages without having sought to in-
tegrate their knowledge of the world with a command 
of their own thoughts are deceiving others and them-
selves (Wahlstrom 441). Unfortunately, in many class-
room syllabi, the focus is on the familiar strategies of 
ethos, pathos, and logos to convey a message, which 
means that students inevitably prioritize how to speak 
convincingly over what they actually say. When Quin-
tilian wrote Institutio Oratoria, outlining the five can-
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ons every teacher of rhetoric knows well, it took time 
for rhetors to hear opposing viewpoints, and opportu-
nities to respond were rare and consequently valued. 
Currently, the opportunities to publish every thought 
or argument at any stage along its development, under-
mines our understanding of authorship.
To be fair, the highly experienced teacher-rhet-
oricians who wrote Everyone’s an Author acknowledge 
the need for “scrupulous and wise discourse” in an era 
where anyone with access to the Internet can speak 
boldly and unchallenged to an unlimited audience 
(Lunsford et al. xxx). In their textbook, however, this 
acknowledgement is more celebratory than cautionary. 
I see this celebration as short-sighted and in response, 
would offer Foucault’s discussion of practical reason, 
“which enables good decisions to be taken and false 
opinions to be driven out” (86), as a helpful balance 
in the classroom. According to Foucault, practical rea-
soning encourages students to “attend to themselves, 
that is to say, of their reason, of truth, and of their soul” 
(86). Perhaps an appeal to the soul will be lost on some 
of our students, in which case, I propose Booth’s warn-
ing: When we fail to pause and consider our own mes-
sage and its truth to us as rhetors, then we are making 
ourselves comfortable in a “house of gullibles” (90), 
and no one, teacher or student, wants to be duped.
Private discourse is the discipline of examin-
ing our own thoughts in order to speak about our ideas 
truthfully in the public sphere, and its value is making 
sure we have something substantial to say before we 
say it. Rhet-Ed should allow students time to pause for 
reflection, convincing them that such a pause is more 
beneficial to both themselves and their audience than a 
sensationalized shout or an inflammatory post. A belief 
adopted in isolation, however, must undergo a strenu-
ous research process if it is to withstand the scrutiny of 
public discourse, and teachers should promote students 
to the role of researcher, guiding them through the dif-
ficult but rewarding task of listening to other voices. 
Although our access to information has multiplied in-
finitely in the last several decades, students still need 
instruction in connecting that knowledge to their re-
al-life experiences. As a result, handling information, 
as opposed to finding information, is now central to 
classroom instruction on research.
Many rhetoricians argue that knowledge is void 
until it interfaces with society. Consider, for instance, 
Burke’s position that the “conversation of humankind 
builds the world’s accumulated knowledge” (Lunsford 
et al. xxxiii) or Davidson’s classification of knowledge 
as essentially communicative, with dialogue as the im-
petus for advancing both private and public knowledge 
(Wahlstrom 442). Because my aim is more pedagogi-
cal than philosophical, I will simply borrow from Soc-
rates’ claim, which relates to instruction specifically: 
The “exact truth” is discovered upon conversation and 
reflection (Plato 24) and “happens only in the social 
context of a dialogic and dialectic interaction” (Petru-
zzi 18). In a classroom, students solidify their views 
and their values, while contributing to those of others 
through intentional dialogue. When chastising Gorgias 
for teaching rhetorical strategies over and above the 
pursuit of knowledge, Socrates insists that right rhet-
oric requires engaging with one another “in a search” 
for truth (Plato 100). Teachers must provide the re-
search skills necessary to prepare students for this type 
of truth-seeking discussion.
To begin, classroom discussions should offer 
opportunities for research as a “common activity,” or 
what Dewey termed, a reflective experience (Wahl-
strom 437). Students should first thoughtfully consider 
and privately articulate their own perspectives, then 
examine what others, including classmates, are say-
ing about the matter. Wahlstrom describes the aim of 
meaningful, interactive research as “elucidating dif-
ferences” rather than passively getting along (437). 
As a society, and particularly as teachers, we want to 
imagine that our pluralistic and progressive culture 
is welcoming of differences, but political correctness 
robs the classroom of opportunities for students to tru-
ly understand differences. Such censorship inhibits the 
research process and destroys rhetoric (Booth 95-96), 
leading to the hate-filled ignorance that characterizes 
much of social media.
For this purpose, Dewey challenged teachers to 
resist the tendency to give easy answers. Beholden to 
the Information Age, students race to a search engine, 
trusting the most frequently viewed data that fills the 
tops of their screens, in order to avoid the discomfort 
that Dewey believed is critical to true education. He in-
sisted that “the learner must risk his or her view of the 
world to get to know parts of the world not yet known” 
(Wahlstrom 434). For teachers, the challenge lies in 
giving students sufficient reason to push past the sim-
plest route of research, not “entrusting” themselves to 
those with the most enticing promise, but rather to those 
who themselves “know something” about the topic be-
ing explored (Aristotle 267). Students must recognize 
that their reputations are at stake. After all, not under-
standing what others have said and are saying leads to 
discourse that is not only empty, but easily mocked. 
My final goal in approaching Rhet-Ed is to el-
evate the need for individual rhetors to see themselves 
as their own best audience, examining biases in their 
arguments and cultivating what Burke calls an “inte-
rior countercheck” (Rutten 738). In The Rhetoric of 
Rhetoric, Booth argues that the greatest problem fac-
ing Rhet-Ed is rhetrickery, a term he uses to capture the 
“failure to detect deliberate deception” (42). Booth’s 
concern is warranted, insofar as students are often mis-
led by salacious lies and loud taunts, reluctant to inves-
tigate a rhetor’s honesty or intentions, but I disagree 
with his implication that this problem is neglected in 
our classrooms. In fact, teachers seek tirelessly, and 
have for decades, to instill in their students a healthy 
skepticism about public discourse. What is lacking is 
a healthy skepticism about ourselves. Scholar Richard 
Lanham’s instruction to students is helpful: “The more 
odious you might find (an) opposing position, the more 
you should seek to know what would make someone 
hold such an opinion. And the more you should exam-
ine the grounds on which you hold your own” (Rutten 
and Soetaert 738). Rhetors who are inclined to criti-
cal inquiry too often reserve their criticism for people 
other than themselves, particularly those who disagree 
with them. 
Such avoidance of self-scrutiny is, again, not a 
product of the digital age, but a fact of the human con-
dition. In an effort to protect our pride, we hold firmly 
to our own ideas, clinging to whichever voices validate 
the message. In truth, it is our pride that is ultimately 
at risk, if we one day realize we’d been mistaken, be-
lieving something we come to regret (Marback 3). At 
first glance, vulnerability seems risky. It could “disrupt 
who we are” (Marback 7), exposing our inclinations, 
motivations, biases, and fears. Without it, however, we 
106 • The Graduate Review • 2021 Bridgewater State University The Graduate Review • 2021 • 107Bridgewater State University
face two greater risks: first, we are more likely to be 
influenced by the rhetoric of others if we cannot rightly 
criticize our own; second, we hold fastly to positions 
we will one day dismiss, losing rhetorical pull and op-
portunity in the meantime. There is no quick solution 
to this reality, whether in or outside the classroom. As a 
matter of fact, time is essential to the responsible han-
dling of discourse. Our immediate access to informa-
tion should be earning us time, but it somehow robs us 
of the best use of our time, since we are now rushing 
and competing, even as teachers, to participate in the 
ongoing public discourse that surrounds us. According 
to Booth, the measured discipline of listening carefully 
to the rhetoric we both hear and advance is our best de-
fense against “skillful but unethical rhetrickery” (43).
In a discussion like this, where terms like truth 
and responsibility are being revisited, as they have 
been since Ancient Greece, I claim no one-size-fits-all 
gimmick that will solve the dire condition of public 
discourse that we now observe. Instead, I suggest that 
rhetorical pedagogy, instruction that focuses on the 
skillful and defensible use of rhetorical tenets, offers 
intervention for our students in a democratic society. 
Essentially, we are fools if we believe that teaching stu-
dents to be nice, honest, fair, and cautious will prompt 
them to apply such values to their common discourse. 
Anyone who disagrees should ask a victim of bullying 
how many school assemblies and class discussions on 
bullying he and his tormentors endured. Booth says, 
“Direct nagging about values works no better than nag-
ging about facts -- especially when teaching adoles-
cents” (99). We intervene meaningfully by demonstrat-
ing to students that discovering and communicating 
the truth will benefit them far greater than advancing a 
convenient lie. Much like a counterfeit dollar that sat-
isfies an immediate craving but proves far more costly 
when discovered, the lies that advance our own causes 
are our greatest liabilities. 
I will now submit a theoretical classroom ap-
proach, one that realistically acknowledges students 
who likely care about their reputations and their social 
lives more than the betterment of the world, yet feel a 
genuine interest in societal issues. Teachers can capital-
ize on that relationship between self and social justice 
by encouraging students to select a cause they support, 
past or present, that has been influenced by public dis-
course. Examples include past issues, like the abolition 
of slavery, freedom of religion, and women’s suffrage, 
or contemporary movements, such as #Metoo, #BLM, 
and #chooselife. Once students determine their cause, 
they seek out lies. For the purpose of illustration, the 
class could work together on a search of how famous 
athletes throughout history have disappointed their 
fans through trickery and deceit. Even students who 
are not sports fanatics will recognize the frustration for 
those who follow a team or a player, only to realize 
that bribery or steroids, rather than skill, accounted for 
their success (for instance, students might research the 
Black Sox Scandal of 1919 or Barry Bond’s infamy in 
2007). The goal in this exercise is not only for students 
to discover independently how deceit, in spite of its 
short-term effectiveness, does long-term damage, but 
also to connect that experience with a personal interest. 
No one wants to be made a fool by championing an 
athlete who proves to be a fraud. How much more so 
should we protect our social, emotional, spiritual, and 
cultural interests? 
Because students will be naturally more forgiv-
ing of lies that further their own agendas, teachers must 
guide student research through prompts. For instance, 
a teacher might introduce the term “testimonial” as a 
rhetorical device and then prompt students to find ex-
amples -- within their self-selected movement -- of tes-
timonies that have both supported and undermined the 
overall message. Students who are passionate about 
#BLM will fume to discover the false testimony giv-
en by Jussie Smollett, a year before the Black Lives 
Matter hashtag peaked, because such malingering fu-
els contention and mistrust. Smollet’s hoax, and others 
like it, negatively impact genuine victims, as well as 
those who would support their cause. 
Plenty of excellent teachers might pause at this 
point in the reading, hesitant to introduce socially and 
politically charged topics into the safety of their class-
rooms, and to an extent, I sympathize. We should not 
trust adolescents to carefully, respectfully, and respon-
sibly discuss issues that are potentially offensive to 
others, but we should teach them to. Otherwise, they’ll 
learn from us how to be critical of an opinion piece on 
a safe topic like homework rules or even dress codes, 
mastering the age-old tropes and schemes of rhetoric, 
but remaining ignorant in how to engage in the actual 
issues that interest them and fill their screens. When 
teachers teach rhetorical techniques, they are, in effect, 
handing persuasive ammunition to students who “may 
not be aware of the ramifications and implications of 
[their] craft… yet stand in a morally charged relation 
to [their] audience” (Rorty 729). This is why their first 
audience must be themselves. After all, no one should 
pick up a tool of any kind, let alone one with ammu-
nition, without first understanding the harm it poses to 
themselves. 
From this framework, the classroom culture 
becomes one that fosters truth-seeking as the antidote 
to pernicious lies. Promoting the responsible use of 
rhetorical devices in the classroom involves more than 
listening, more than research, more than persuasion; it 
centers on the experience of individual students to seek 
rightness, or truth, and to learn how to communicate 
that truth clearly and effectively, unafraid of opposi-
tion. In this way, students can be right without being 
triumphant over someone else. They can be truthful 
without agreeing with someone else. And they can 
change their minds without feeling shame for doing 
so. Our students are citizens who are already engaging, 
with or without their teachers, on issues that affect us 
all. For this reason, the classroom is not a place to for-
ward a cause but a conversation. The promotion of rhe-
torical responsibility begins with teachers, themselves 
persuaders, who uphold truthfulness over and above 
their own perceived good.
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Underneath our feet, buried deep down in the earth, is the legacy of colonization. The blood that has been spilt over centuries has 
been absorbed into the soil and baked into our culture. 
The bodies of every native American who were forced 
to work as slaves, or systematically murdered by Eu-
ropean colonizers are right beneath us, and most of the 
time, we are deaf to their perpetual screams.
It is no secret that Mexico is an area of the 
Americas that has been the victim of violence and con-
quest for much of its existence. Hundreds of years ago, 
and even today, Spanish and English colonizers raid-
ed and exploited the natives for their labor and their 
country’s natural resources. As a result of this coloni-
zation, many European and Spanish colonizers mixed 
with the Indigenous population of Mexico. This ethnic 
and racial mixing produced what many ethnographers 
and anthropologists dubbed the “mestizo”. Ultimately, 
the mestizo label became yet another way for Euro-
pean colonizers to separate themselves from those of 
“mixed” race and uphold the racial power structure.
During the seventeenth century, the mestizo 
population could no longer be ignored by the colonial 
elite. They had been pushed to the margins of society, 
much like every sector of the population that could 
not be considered white. But the colonial powers still 
needed the mestizo in order to have a functioning econ-
omy. As John Chance explains, in his article “On the 
Mexican Mestizo”, “By now too numerous to ignore 
and too necessary to the city’s economic functions to 
be excluded, the mestizos were incorporated into the 
system and conceptually ranked between the whites 
and the urban Indian proletariat” (159). The Europe-
an powers could no longer ignore the massive mes-
tizo population, so they did what colonizers do, they 
gave them an official spot on their racial hierarchy. 
Not being considered “black” like the pure Indigenous 
population, the mestizo people were afforded a status 
between the two. This allowed the mestizo population 
marginal social mobility, but they still had to deal with 
discrimination on a regular basis. 
In the novel, Mexican Gothic, by Silvia More-
no-Garcia (2020), we are presented with a fresh take 
on the postcolonial horror story from the mestizo point 
of view. Set in 1950’s Mexico City and the surround-
ing countryside, the protagonist, a 20-something-year-
old master’s student and socialite from Mexico City 
named Noemi, receives a letter from her recently mar-
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ried cousin. In this letter, Noemi’s cousin, Catalina, 
begs for her to visit the remote mansion of her new 
husband’s family to rescue her from them. Catalina is 
accusing her new husband, Virgil Doyle, of poisoning 
her. Naturally this alarms Noemi, who rushes to the 
mansion to rescue her cousin or at least find out what’s 
going on.
Noemi’s cousin, Catalina, has married into 
an English family, the Doyles, who made their riches 
mining for silver in Mexico. Their creepy, sprawling 
mansion just happens to be built right above a mine 
that all of their Mexican workers tragically died in 
many years prior. Noemi is immediately unwelcome 
due to her mestizo heritage, and what the Doyles con-
sider “nosey” behavior. Throughout the entire novel, 
we are treated to a claustrophobic study of what, even 
fading, colonial power is capable of doing to the Indig-
enous people in the places they colonize. As Noemi’s 
and Catalina’s situation worsens, we can see clearly 
that their physical and mental deterioration is a direct 
result of the insidious hold that colonial powers can 
still wield over the colonized, and how Noemi and 
Catalina, as people of mestizo background, find a way 
to disrupt this power and take some of it for their own.
Throughout her novel, Moreno-Garcia takes 
the common gothic trope, conflict with the “other”, 
(generally a darker foreigner), and flips it. In Mexi-
can Gothic, the people we’re supposed to fear are the 
white people. Moreno-Garcia explains in an interview 
with VOX, “So you find that going on in gothic fic-
tion. The other, the person who is not an Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant, upstanding, male, white person, is always 
a source of anxiety in many ways for people. Even if 
they’re not the outright villain, they’re still a source of 
anxiety in some way” (Grady). Virgil and the rest of 
the Doyle family would traditionally be considered the 
Protestant, upstanding, white people, but instead they 
are the source of anxiety. The Doyles are the “other” 
here; a source of anxiety for both Noemi and Catalina, 
who are fighting to find a voice and agency in their 
own country.
Through the characters of Noemi and Catalina, 
Moreno-Garcia is also criticizing the gothic genre’s 
tendency to treat its women of color as props or sup-
porting characters. In her essay “The Gothic in Cris-
tina Garcia’s ‘The Aguero Sisters’”, Tanya Gonzalez 
writes, “these ethnic-racialized subjects are not al-
lowed complexity; they are pinned down by the stereo-
types and labels associated with their groups” (120). 
Garcia is drawing attention to the way that people such 
as Noemi and Catalina are usually treated in the gothic 
genre. In Mexican Gothic, the two women are far from 
background characters pinned down by stereotypes. In 
fact, they end up challenging and destroying the very 
system that is attempting to pin them down.
The Doyles have committed some of the same 
atrocities that many colonizers have committed on 
the colonized for generations. Their house and mine 
happen to be built on a mass grave of native Mexican 
workers. Marta Duval, the local healer, tells Noemi 
their story: 
The locals, their families took them to the cem-
etery in town. But there were many people 
without kin working the mines. When someone 
didn’t have family in town, they buried them in 
the English cemetery. The Mexicans didn’t get 
a headstone, though, not even a cross, which I 
guess is why people talked about mass graves. 
A hole in the ground with no wreath nor proper 
service might as well be a mass grave. (More-
no-Garcia 127)
When their Mexican workers died, the Doyles 
did not even bother to give them a proper burial, unlike 
their English workers, who got your standard head-
stone and all of the eternal recognition that goes along 
with it. This type of burial is not one that you would 
give to a person whom you thought of as equal, or even 
thought of as a person for that matter. It is clear that the 
Doyles thought of their workers as disposable resourc-
es to plunder.
When Noemi sits down to dinner with her 
cousin’s new family for the first time, she is confront-
ed by their obsession with race and eugenics. Howard 
Doyle, the family patriarch, uses his position of power 
to immediately make Noemi feel uncomfortable and 
aware of her race. Howard wastes no time in saying, 
“You are much darker than your cousin, Miss Taboada 
… Both your coloration and your hair. They are much 
darker than Catalina’s. I imagine they reflect your In-
dian heritage rather than the French. You have some 
Indian in you, no? Like most of the mestizos here do” 
(Moreno-Garcia 29). Howard Doyle has literally just 
met Noemi about fifteen minutes ago, yet he is already 
using his position as the rich, white, family patriarch to 
remind Noemi that she is different. He goes out of his 
way to point out Noemi’s mestizo heritage and high-
light his own power within the colonial racial hierar-
chy. Noemi does not allow this old man to gain the 
upper hand. Instead, she uses her wits and intelligence 
to turn Howard’s rhetoric against him when she ex-
plains, “I once read a paper by Gamino in which he 
said that harsh natural selection has allowed the Indig-
enous people of this continent to survive, and Euro-
peans would benefit from intermingling with them...
It turns the whole superior and inferior idea around, 
doesn’t it?” (Moreno-Garcia 30). Noemi uses evidence 
from her own academic research to supply a counterar-
gument to Howard’s racist diatribe. By countering him 
in this way, Noemi is positioning herself in a place of 
intellectual power over Howard Doyle, and he does not 
even fully realize it.
Howard Doyle’s initial reaction to Noemi’s 
darker complexion compared to her cousin’s illumi-
nates how the colonizers in general saw the mestizo 
in “their” society. Rafael Perez-Torres explains this 
process in his article, “Chicano Ethnicity, Cultural Hy-
bridity, and the Mestizo Voice”:
The mestizo ‘species’ is acceptable only inso-
far as it fits within an overarching authoritative 
discourse, in this case that of benign pluralism 
and liberal democracy. Yet the difference in 
the mestizo body, that which is devalued and 
undesirable, is simultaneously maintained and 
erased in a double movement of acceptance 
and repugnance. (161)
As Torres explains, the mestizo is considered 
almost as a separate “species” that only fits into their 
discourse when concerned with cultural pluralism or 
democracy but is not considered as a desirable trait for 
individual human beings. The Doyles accept Noemi as 
something exotic and physically desirable but are still 
repulsed by her heritage. This will lead them to desire 
Noemi as their own, but not as a fellow family mem-
ber, instead as property.
The concept of the mestizo has often been 
vague and difficult to define. More recently the term 
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has begun to represent Mexican nationalism as peo-
ple come to cherish their mestizo heritage. Chance ex-
plains this when he states, “Yet it is obviously impossi-
ble to dismiss the concept of the mestizo altogether, for 
it has played an important part in the rise of Mexican 
nationalism, and the term itself appears frequently in 
historical documents, particularly those of the colonial 
period” (154). As a holdover from the colonial period, 
the term mestizo has been taken back from the coloniz-
er and used to empower the Mexican people who iden-
tify as such. Noemi automatically being labeled this 
way by Howard Doyle is also signaling that Mexican 
pride, which will make Noemi a force for the Doyles 
to reckon with.
Virgil Doyle also holds similar racist beliefs as 
his father. During an exchange with Noemi about eu-
genics, Virgil makes his disgusting beliefs clear. When 
Noemi challenges him on those beliefs he states, “I 
have seen the world, and in seeing it I’ve noticed peo-
ple seem bound to their vices. Take a walk around any 
tenement and you’ll recognize the same sort of faces, 
and the same sort of people. You can’t remove whatev-
er taint they carry with hygiene campaigns. There are 
fit and unfit people” (Moreno-Garcia 89). The way that 
Virgil speaks of poor people supports his perceived su-
periority. He even refers to them as carrying a perma-
nent taint. This family’s clear racist and classist beliefs 
reflect how European colonizers as a whole thought of 
the native people in the lands that they colonized.
Noemi’s cousin, Catalina, has already fallen 
victim to the Doyle’s brand of colonization. Just like 
they plundered the town of its natural and human re-
sources, the process has already begun on Catalina. At 
one-point Noemi muses:
It felt like everyone who visited High Place had 
been stuck in time, but then she imagined in 
such a small town there would be little need to 
update one’s wardrobe. Virgil’s clothing, how-
ever, seemed fashionable. Either he had bought 
himself a new wardrobe the last time he’d been 
in Mexico City, or he considered himself excep-
tional and his clothes worthy of more expense. 
Perhaps it was his wife’s money that allowed a 
certain lavishness. (Moreno-Garcia 51)
Virgil has taken a native Mexican woman and 
brought her back to his slice of England (they liter-
ally brought English soil with them) in Mexico. Now 
that he has imprisoned her, he uses her own personal 
resources for his gain. Not once does Virgil seem to 
consider Catalina as a human being and he, and the 
rest of the Doyles, continue to exploit Catalina to the 
detriment of her own physical and mental health.
Marriage and female imprisonment have been 
an element of Gothic literature for some time. In Mexi-
can Gothic, Moreno-Garcia leaves that to Catalina and 
Noemi. As Sylvia Lopez explains in her essay, ‘The 
Gothic Tradition in Galdós’s La Sombra’, “resembles 
the passive victimized wife in Gothic texts, who, op-
pressed by social institutions and familial demands, 
leaves her parents’ home only to discover that her new 
residence is a domestic prison” (510). Both Noemi and 
Catalina are attempting to find their own ways out of 
an oppressive and patriarchal Mexican society (women 
couldn’t even vote yet), but what they find is an even 
more oppressive distillation of the society that they at-
tempted to leave behind. The cousins will swiftly fig-
ure out how to navigate this environment, and how to 
exploit its weaknesses.
Moreno-Garcia is also doing much to subvert 
the woman in peril narrative. From the beginning, both 
Noemi and Catalina recognize the situation they are 
in and make plans to take action, as opposed to being 
oblivious of any danger and then falling headlong into 
horror. Critic Sarah Whitney has this to say about the 
ubiquity of the narrative:
The popularity of the woman in peril narrative 
remains strong as evidenced by its repeated 
iteration in popular culture... What has hap-
pened, then, is a rhetorical shift in the heroine’s 
presentation; she is now less a victim then a 
survivor... While the term ‘survivor’ has a long 
history..., its current vogue in post feminism 
also signals the profound cultural influence of 
therapeutic discourses. These discourses map a 
narrative in which a traumatized subject moves 
from psychological fragmentation to health. 
The act of naming oneself a survivor symboli-
cally places the subject’s trauma in the past and 
denies the event the ability to define her. (355)
Moreno-Garcia’s novel is not about “healing” 
or being a “survivor”. When Noemi and Catalina use 
their agency, it is simply because they have to. They 
have both grown up in a colonial society that looks 
down on them for their mestizo heritage. They have 
always fought and will continue to fight no matter the 
situation. Their story is not one of fighting trauma and 
healing, but one of constantly having to fight due to 
your race and heritage.
Noemi not only fights against her human colo-
nizers throughout this work, she also must fight against 
a natural colonizing force: the mushroom. The Doyles 
are obsessed with mushrooms. In fact, the mushroom 
is used heavily throughout the novel as the symbol of 
the colonizer. At one point, Noemi is discussing mush-
rooms with Virgil’s younger brother, Francis. Noemi 
is put off eating the mushrooms because they are a 
fungus that grows over dead things to which Francis 
promptly counters with the fact that they’re delicious 
but, “Mushrooms always grow over dead things in a 
way” (Moreno-Garcia 98). Francis is comfortable with 
the fact that mushrooms take over dying organisms 
but neglects the fact that mushrooms can often be the 
cause of the organism’s death anyway. This line of 
thinking reflects the nature of the colonizer. They often 
justify colonizing others by bringing life to a “dead” or 
“savage” culture, but just like mushrooms, they do not 
revitalize but destroy the land they are colonizing.
Mushrooms thrive by exploiting other beings, 
taking them over and infiltrating the very fabric of 
their being. Silvia Moreno-Garcia has this to say about 
mushrooms in that same VOX interview, “The way it 
does that is there’s a mycelium colony that colonizes 
all the trees and all the plants and is allowing different 
species to communicate with each other. It has that cen-
tral node, the hub tree, the mother tree.” Moreno-Gar-
cia refers to mushrooms as colonizers here, while also 
giving us the framework to think of English colonizers 
as a fungus. One that takes over and influences a body, 
all from one central place of power.
The Doyles are not only a metaphorical fungus 
that has exploited the land that they settled on, they 
are also literally in a symbiotic relationship with a 
fungus. They refer to this fungus as “the gloom”, and 
it runs throughout the house: in the walls, under the 
floorboards, and eventually, in the blood of the house’s 
inhabitants. The gloom has the ability to hold on to 
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the consciousness of the people it comes into contact 
with almost storing their memories in an organic hard 
drive. At one point Francis attempts to explain how 
this works to a decidedly confused Noemi: 
I’ve told you about the gloom. I haven’t told 
you about the bloodline. We’re special. The 
fungus bonds with us, it’s not noxious. It can 
even make us immortal. Howard has lived 
many lives, in many different bodies. He trans-
fers his consciousness to the gloom and then 
from the gloom he can live again, in the body 
of one of his children. (Moreno-Garcia 212-13)
Howard Doyle has essentially been able to stay 
alive for a century or two, by uploading his conscious-
ness to the gloom and then depositing himself into the 
body of one of his lucky kids. This allows the original 
colonizer to continue his legacy through generations 
by literally being immortal. This plot device also mim-
ics how the legacy of colonialism can be passed down 
through generations.
Noemi discovers that the gloom’s central hub 
is actually the body of Howard’s first wife Agnes, and 
it grows from her body, out of the family crypt, and all 
through the house. Noemi realizes that Agnes’s con-
sciousness has been trapped by the gloom for a very 
long time. Noemi decides to take action: 
She tossed the lamp against the corpse’s (Ag-
nes’s) face. It instantly ignited the mushrooms 
around Agnes’s head, creating a halo of fire… 
Virgil screamed… Agnes was the gloom and 
the gloom was part of them, and this sudden 
damage to Agnes, to the web of mushrooms, 
must be like neurons igniting. Noemi for her 
part felt jolted into complete awareness, the 
gloom shoving her away. (Moreno-Garcia 290)
Noemi uses the fire to cleanse not only Agnes of 
the gloom, and ultimately her imprisonment, but also 
to once and for all cleanse this part of Mexico from the 
remnants of a colonizing force. Fire is often one of the 
weapons used against oppression, and it is fitting that 
someone of mestizo heritage has rid this town of the 
English colonizer.
Noemi’s and Catalina’s battle with the gloom, 
is, in and of itself, thoroughly gothic, which further ce-
ments this novel’s place in the genre. As Rubenstein 
writes in her article on the subject, “Gothic narratives 
pivot upon anxieties about self-hood and entrapment, 
represented through bizarre or exaggerated events 
that may or may not be explained as manifestations of 
the typically female central character’s imagination” 
(311). Generally, in a lot of gothic fiction, the female 
protagonist and the reader are left wondering whether 
or not everything happened in the woman’s imagina-
tion. Moreno-Garcia subverts this trope by making No-
emi’s and Catalina’s experience very real. By choosing 
this direction, Moreno-Garcia makes every accusation 
of insanity or illness from the Doyle men even more 
insidious. By knowing full-well that the men are at-
tempting to gaslight them, they gain the upper hand 
and the power to prevail.
Noemi and Catalina were not merely victims 
in this story, and they did far more than just survive. 
They continued to be themselves and fight, instead of 
becoming subservient to the will of the colonizer and 
assimilate into the Doyle family. Noemi used her pride 
and knowledge of her own cultural history to take away 
the Doyle’s power to marginalize her and Catalina. In 
doing so, they shed many of the common tropes that 
follow female characters in gothic literature. Through 
denying these stereotypes, Noemi and Catalina not 
only escaped and survived the colonizing force, they 
utterly destroyed it.
Noemi and Catalina fully display the ability 
of mestizos and others of mixed race to infiltrate and 
dismantle the traditional systems set up by their op-
pressors. Rafael Perez-Torres concludes her own paper 
with this rumination, “It (the mestizo) is not simply 
suspended between two worlds to which it does not 
belong and into which it cannot dissolve. It moves be-
tween those worlds. Chicano culture as a form of mes-
tizaje does not mark a paradigmatic quest for self-defi-
nition: it enacts that self-definition in multiple ways” 
(172). The mestizo people are not “stuck” between two 
worlds as they and many others of mixed race are of-
ten depicted; they move between the two. Once recog-
nized, this mobility gives them the ability to infiltrate 
areas where the colonizer still holds power and ulti-
mately, destroy those systems, with fire if necessary.
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The Battle of 
Blair Mountain: 
A New Narrative 






On August 25th, 1921, at Blair Mountain in Logan County, West Virginia, a battle was fought between union workers of the United 
Mine Workers of America and a collection of local 
police, mercenaries, and federal troops, an event that 
was part of the larger conflict: the West Virginia Mine 
Wars1. While only taking place over the course of a 
week, the Battle of Blair Mountain, as it came to be 
known, was the largest labor uprising in American 
history, as well as the largest armed uprising to this day 
since the Civil War. Despite its scale and significance, 
the Battle of Blair Mountain has faded into relative 
obscurity over the years, placing its history at a risk of 
being forgotten entirely. This fact directly inspired the 
writing of this piece as its goal is to call new audiences’ 
attention to the battle’s history and ideally, inspire 
further study of the subject. As we fast approach the 
hundredth anniversary of the battle, now seems like as 
great a time as any to revisit its history, by constructing 
a new narrative based on a critical analysis of the 
primary and scholarly accounts of the battle that exist, 
in an effort to examine not only the battle’s immediate 
impact on the coal industry, and public perception of 
the American labor movement as a whole, but also 
to explore how the challenges presented by the battle 
mirror current events in our society. 
While the West Virginia Mine Wars is a topic 
that is at least familiar within American labor history 
circles, the Battle of Blair Mountain is an event 
severely lacking in scholarship, especially considering 
its fame and impact at the time it occurred. West 
Virginia maintains extensive records and accounts of 
the battle both in the state archives and at the West 
Virginia Mine Wars Museum, but unfortunately, most 
of their resources have not yet been digitized, although 
those that have, provided a wealth of information in 
the form of first-hand accounts or newspaper articles 
written immediately following the battle. The museum 
was beginning the process of moving to a new building 
when the Covid-19 pandemic occurred, which has 
provided challenges in accessing their archives. 
Fortunately, the museum has quite recently reopened 
their doors to the public, meaning their resources are 
more readily available. A visit to the museum in the 
1  Robert Shogan. The Battle of Blair Mountain: The Story of America’s Largest Labor Uprising. (New York City: Basic Books, 2006), 
168. Miners began assembling and marching on Blair on August 24th, but the first exchanges of fire did not occur until August 25th 
between Sheriff Chafin’s men and UMWA miners.
near future will hopefully yield follow-up research 
to this piece in the form of an additional article. The 
one academic source that has been most beneficial to 
this study from a historiographic standpoint is Robert 
Shogan’s (2006) book, The Battle of Blair Mountain: 
The Story of America’s Largest Labor Uprising. Unlike 
most books on the West Virginia Mine Wars, which 
briefly touch upon Blair Mountain, Shogan’s work, 
as the title would suggest, is exclusively dedicated 
to the Battle of Blair Mountain, making it by far the 
most valuable scholarly account for the purposes of 
this research2. While Shogan’s work, similarly to the 
primary-source accounts utilized in this project, does 
express bias, in his case in favor of the United Mine 
Workers of America, he approaches the issue in a 
unique manner. During an interview in 2004 for Focus, 
an Illinois University radio talk show, when asked why 
the Battle of Blair Mountain was significant to labor 
history, Shogan clarified that he viewed the battle as 
an important part of American history, as a whole, that 
has ramifications beyond the confines of labor itself3. 
This perspective, in addition to his excellent research, 
is what makes Shogan’s work so creditable, as while 
he does show a greater degree of sympathy to one side 
in the conflict, he approaches the subject of the battle 
with a nationwide view that relieves him of the burden 
of being bogged down by local politics and economic 
interests. While this present article is nowhere near as 
in depth a study of the battle as Shogan’s, his work 
is more focused on the experience of the miners 
themselves, whereas this article seeks to examine all 
parties involved as well as analyze the impact the battle 
has left over the past hundred years. 
To better understand why the Battle of Blair 
Mountain was fought, and how it escalated to such a 
large conflict, some context is needed both on a national 
and a local level. Leading up to 1921, when the Battle 
of Blair Mountain was fought, unions were in a position 
of great turmoil. During World War I, which ended 
only a few short years before, unions, especially those 
related to mining and in particular coal production, 
gained a great deal of power and national influence. 
This may have in part been due to national sympathy 
towards industrial work as a whole that was heavily 
featured in wartime propaganda but was primarily due 
to the national high demand for coal at a time when 
labor was in extremely short supply4. As coal mining 
companies did not have the luxury of large amounts of 
2  Thomas, G. Andrews, Killing for Coal. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), Chap. 5, Out of the Depths and on to the March 
touches upon the Battle of Blair Mountain, although the book is primarily focused on the Ludlow Massacre of 1914, an earlier conflict 
in the greater labor struggle surrounding the coal industry. Corbin, David. Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields: The Southern 
West Virginia Miners, 1880-1922. (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1989),182, 218, 219, 221. Corbin’s book covers the West 
Virginia Coal Wars as a whole, and, as such, does not focus on the Battle of Blair Mountain. Lane, Winthrop D. Civil War in West 
Virginia. (B. W. Huebsch, inc.) New York, 1921, 105-109. Lane discusses escalation to the Battle of Blair Mountain and addresses 
previous conflicts in Logan County specifically, but as Civil War in West Virginia was released in 1921, the same year as the battle, it 
is unlikely Lane would have had the time or resources to include the Battle of Blair Mountain into their work in any further capacity.
3  Focus; “The Battle of Blair Mountain: The Story of America’s Largest Labor Uprising,” 2004-07-07, WILL Illinois Public Media, 
American Archive of Public Broadcasting.
4  Robert Shogan. The Battle of Blair Mountain: The Story of America’s Largest Labor Uprising. (New York City: Basic Books, 2006), 
140. While the coal industry hit a boom during the war, the highest average income of skilled miners in West Virginia was only $1,060 
annually. These, even for the period, extremely low wages were a motivating factor for union resistance to the coal industry, but also 
an indication of the lack of success the UMWA had in West Virginia when compared to other states.
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easily hirable labor during the war, coal miners were 
able to negotiate better wages and more rights that led 
to expansive growth in union power.
As industrial unions rose in power, one in 
particular gained national influence, the United Mine 
Workers of America (UMWA)5. While the UMWA 
had mining operations across several states, they 
made minimal inroads into West Virginia as coal 
corporations in the state managed to maintain control 
of their operations during World War I6. After the war, 
as the number of people in the job market increased 
once more along with a reduction in the demand for 
coal, union expansion was somewhat diminished7. The 
UMWA was still by far one of the strongest unions 
in the country, but their growth, especially in West 
Virginia, stagnated as the nation’s reliance on unions 
lessened. This left West Virginia a divided state, where 
counties were either strongly sympathetic to union 
operations or strongly opposed. This divide between 
union workers and sympathizers against the holdout 
corporate mining operations and their allies laid the 
foundation for the West Virginia Mine Wars.
While other clashes over mine labor preceded 
the Battle of Blair Mountain,8 the most important event 
happened in the neighboring county, Mingo, in the 
coal mining town of Matewan9. On May 19th, 1920, 
a group of men from the Baldwin-Felts Detective 
Agency, operating on behalf of West Virginian coal 
operators, arrived in Matewan10 to serve eviction 
notices to residents living at Stone Mountain’s coal 
camp.11 The detectives’ second objective, and reason 
for coming to Matewan, was to break up efforts at 
unionizing the coal fields. The detectives were fully 
prepared to carry out both these tasks as they served 
the benefits of their contractors, non-union coal 
companies operating in the southern West Virginia 
coal fields. Matewan’s Chief of Police, Sid Hatfield, 
along with Matewan’s Mayor, Cabell Testerman, both 
union sympathizers and supporters of the UMWA,12 
confronted the detectives and opposed the legality of 
5  Ibid, 2. The Union Mine Workers of America were the most powerful union in the nation coming into the 1920s.
6  Ibid, 271. Post WWI, the coal industry, as a whole, experienced decline, but non-union operators were able to capitalize on this 
transition with more success than the UMWA.
7  Bituminous Operators' Special Committee to the United States Coal Commission, “The United Mine Workers in West Virginia.” [S.l. 
: s.n., 1923], 3. The UMWA failed to attain exclusive rights to mining operations in West Virginia in 1919, which was a major loss for 
the union and an escalation factor in hostilities between union and non-union coal operators in the state.
8  William C. Blizzard When Miners March. (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2010), 358. In addition to the Matewan shootout, the incident at 
Lick Creek was a contributing motivation to the Battle of Blair Mountain, especially due to the fact that it prompted the implementation 
of martial law in the environment of its occurrence.
9  Robert Shogan. The Battle of Blair Mountain: The Story of America’s Largest Labor Uprising. (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2006), 3. 
Matewan, being in the direct center of the richest coal fields in West Virginia, became a focal point for the greater West Virginia Coal 
Wars due to massive commercial value.
10  Ibid, 1. The Baldwin-Felts Detectives, seven in total, were all armed and “had all been tried and relied on” according to Tom Felts, 
brother to Albert Felts. Blizzard contests the number of detectives present, citing their numbers as “more than a dozen.” (Blizzard 131).
11  William C. Blizzard When Miners March. (Oakland: PM Press, 2010), 125. Six families in total were evicted under the authority of 
Circuit Judge James Damron, who acted as an attorney for the coal operators in later case against the UMWA.
12  Ibid, 130. While Mingo County as a whole was primarily controlled by non-union coal operators, Matewan, itself, was known to be 
very sympathetic to the union cause, making it a focal point of the Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency’s union-busting campaign on 
behalf of the coal operators.
the evictions they were dispensing. This disagreement 
led to a shootout, in which the identity of the aggressor 
is up for debate, between the Baldwin-Felts detectives 
and Matewan locals including Hatfield, coal miners, 
and members of the UMWA. The conflict left seven 
detectives and three locals dead, including Albert and 
Lee Felts and Mayor Cabell Testerman. 
The Matewan shootout could have easily been 
a stand-alone conflict in the history of the West Virginia 
Mine Wars, but due to the direct results of the conflict, 
it sparked even larger events.13 Several members of the 
UMWA local leadership were arrested and held in jail 
in Mingo County with charges relating to the shootout. 
Sid Hadfield also had charges brought up against him, 
which some sources claim were unfounded and had 
only been drawn up as an excuse to get Hatfield out in 
the open. While Hatfield’s participation in the Matewan 
shootout is undeniable, and charges against him could 
reasonably be considered at the very least, suspicions 
as to the dubious nature of the charges against Hatfield 
could be seen as valid considering the following 
events. Upon arriving for his court hearing, Hatfield 
was murdered on the courthouse steps by members of 
the Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency. A coverup to give 
the appearance of a shootout between Hatfield and the 
detectives was staged but was unsuccessful in fooling 
the UMWA, who were outraged at these actions. 
With two of their allies, Testerman and Hatfield, 
both dead along with their leadership imprisoned, not 
to mention years of previous tension and hostility with 
coal operators, the UMWA began planning retaliatory 
action. Within a year of the Matewan shootout’s 
explosive conclusion, and mere months since the 
imprisonment of UMWA leaders and the murder of 
Hatfield, UMWA miners were called upon by their 
leadership to arm themselves, mobilize across the 
southern West Virginia coal fields, and began to march 
on Mingo County. Their goal was to free their fellow 
UMWA members who were imprisoned there and take 
revenge on those who fought against their efforts to 
unionize the southern West Virginia coal fields. Beyond 
the coal industry, itself, the UMWA sought revenge on 
local West Virginia government officials, especially 
law enforcement and judges who were either in the 
pocket of coal operators or assumed to be. These were 
the types of people UMWA believed to have been 
responsible in orchestrating Hatfield’s murder as well 
as being the men in charge of detaining their fellow 
union members. To reach Mingo, the UMWA workers 
needed to cross through neighboring Logan County. 
Knowing this and selecting the most strategic point 
of defense, Logan County police, local residents, and 
mercenary vigilante forces, some in the employ of the 
coal corporations, bunkered down in the town of Blair 
at the base of Blair Mountain and armed themselves. 
The UMWA marchers, who were also armed, upon 
arriving in Blair, quickly realized they would need to 
fight their way over the mountain to reach Mingo, and 
thus, the stage for the Battle of Blair Mountain was set. 
Accounts of the Battle of Blair Mountain 
provide drastically different narratives of the events 
due to a combination of bias and perspective skewing 
13  Robert Shogan. The Battle of Blair Mountain: The Story of America’s Largest Labor Uprising. (New York City: Basic Books, 2006), 
121. May 19th, 1921. Morgan County declared martial law a year to the day after the Matewan shootout, which further escalated 
tensions between coal operators and miners only a few short months before the Battle of Blair Mountain broke out.
120 • The Graduate Review • 2021 Bridgewater State University The Graduate Review • 2021 • 121Bridgewater State University
the facts. While no account is without its issues, 
the three majority perspectives to be taken into 
consideration are the UMWA, coal operators, and 
Blair locals. A fourth, extremely important perspective 
is that of the United States military as they were the 
largest deciding factor of the outcome of the battle, 
but unfortunately, documentation of the battle from 
a military perspective is not as readily available and 
as such cannot be discussed for the purposes of this 
research, although it will be referenced in context of 
other sources. Before detailing the events of the battle, 
itself, it is worth mentioning context behind each of the 
three factions’ sources. 
The UMWA’s account of the Battle of Blair 
Mountain is best detailed in William Blizzard’s book, 
When Miners March, which contains his narrative of 
the battle and its aftermath. What makes Blizzard’s 
account so valuable is the role he played during the 
battle as he was both one of the leaders of the march 
itself, as well as the UMWA’s military commander 
during the battle, and, after the fact, stepped forward 
to take primary responsibility for the UMWA’s actions 
during the subsequent trials. Unsurprisingly, Blizzard’s 
book is heavily biased in favor of the UMWA, but his 
account is no less valuable for it contextualizes why 
the union decided upon armed resistance in the first 
place. 
Contrasting Blizzard’s account is the Bituminous 
Operators' Special Committee to the United States 
Coal Commission, “The United Mine Workers in West 
Virginia,” which was a report written two years after 
the battle that both details some of its events as well 
as makes a case for more aggressive legal action to be 
carried out against unions, in particular, the UMWA, 
for their part in the armed uprising. Unlike Blizzard’s 
book, which reads as a more chronological history 
of the UMWA in West Virginia, the coal commission 
report touches on a wide range of labor conflict across 
the country, and while it focuses primarily on the 
UMWA and was penned in response to the Battle of 
Blair Mountain, it is not strictly an account of the battle 
itself. A clear goal of the report is to paint the actions 
of the UMWA as dangerous and in direct opposition 
to American laws and values. The most obvious, 
and all together inaccurate means of conveying this 
message, is the claims in the report that the UMWA 
were communist. No direct evidence to support this 
claim was presented outside of the fact that the UMWA 
sought better wages and working conditions for miners, 
and some of their membership expressed radical views, 
although those same beliefs were not necessarily held 
union wide. Framing the UMWA as a communist union 
was done with the intention of painting the union as 
anti-government, a commonly held stereotype about 
communism at the time. In this regard, the claim could 
not be more inaccurate as the UMWA was a fiercely 
patriotic union with a large veteran membership and 
a history of complying with and supporting federal 
legislation and action. Communism absolutely had a 
significant role to play within the greater picture of 
the American labor movement, but this stereotypical 
assertion that all communists were anti-government 
absolutely does not hold true, especially in context of 
the UMWA specifically, and to categorize the union 
under the umbrella of communism, in this context, is 
inaccurate and intentionally manipulative. The claims 
of communism brought up in the coal commission 
report were intended both as rationalization for the 
coal industry’s actions during the Battle of Blair 
Mountain and as a means of discrediting the UMWA’s 
calls for fairer wages for miners. The strategy here 
was to paint the UMWA as an anti-government 
organization by leaning into the stereotype at the time 
that all communists actively sought the destruction of 
government. This inaccurate assertion about the nature 
of communism and its relationship with government 
was far from accurate, but an easily exploitable avenue 
of justification at the time. While, once again, the report 
is heavily biased in favor of coal mining operations and 
denounces the UMWA, it has the additional advantage 
of contextualizing the Battle of Blair Mountain in 
relation to nationwide labor struggles. 
The last, and possibly most important 
perspective is that of Blair locals. The residents of Blair, 
based on first-hand accounts, were somewhat divided 
in their loyalties when it came to the actual battle itself, 
but for the most part, they either actively or passively 
were against any disruption to the coal industry, which 
could produce serious consequences to the local 
economy. Blair residents’ loyalty to the coal operators 
was therefore either grudgingly performed out of self- 
preservation, or, in the case of local law enforcement, 
tied directly to monetary benefit. The organization of 
Blair’s defenses against the UMWA was spearheaded 
by Sheriff Don Chafin, a divisive figure feared by 
everyone involved in the conflict, and most of the Blair 
residents’ first- hand accounts center their narratives 
around his actions more than anyone else’s14. This 
research does not focus on a single narrative from Blair 
residents, but rather a compiled account put together 
by the Logan County West Virginia Genealogical 
Society and the Matewan Oral History Project15 in 
the form of a series of interviews with residents who 
lived through the battle. Therefore, accounts from 
Blair residents are woven from multiple narratives as 
opposed to a singularly compiled source like Blizzard’s 
book or the coal commission report. Incorporating a 
local perspective on the battle is extremely important 
because it may be the least biased account out of any 
that appears, but the greatest shortcoming is their lack 
of comprehensiveness, necessitating a more cobbled 
together approach at constructing their narrative as 
opposed to the very clear and straightforward accounts 
by Blizzard and the coal commission report. 
The events that collectively can be referred to 
as the Battle of Blair Mountain truly began on August 
25, 1921, when the first exchanges of gunfire occurred 
between UMWA miners and Chafin’s deputies. While 
the UMWA was still mobilizing towards Blair, most 
of their numbers, estimated anywhere between ten and 
fifteen thousand strong, were not yet present, giving 
Chafin’s forces, roughly two thousand troops, a rare 
instance of superior numbers. Whereas the UMWA 
vastly outnumbered the Blair deputies throughout 
the majority of the conflict, Chafin was backed by 
the Logan County Coal Operators Association, 
representing anti-union mining operations in the area, 
who essentially provided Chafin with a heavily armed, 
14  Rebecca Bailey. Interview with Gladys Hood. Matewan Oral History Project. (Matewan Development Center, Matewan, 1990.) 
Gladys’ recollection of Sheriff Chafin stressed his anti-union sentiments and the fear he inspired throughout Logan County.
15  Rebecca Bailey. Interview with Gladys Hood. Matewan Oral History Project. (Matewan Development Center, Matewan, 1990.) 
Gladys Hood, resident of Matewan, lived through the West Virginia Mine Wars.
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private army. By comparison, the UMWA, while 
armed as well, were poorly equipped and nowhere near 
as collectively organized as Chafin’s better prepared 
forces were. These critical factors heavily played into 
the outcomes of the majority of skirmishes that made 
up the collective battle. 
The initial conflict on August 25th was 
a decisive victory on Chafin’s part as the small 
UMWA forces were repelled from Blair. Following 
this exchange, President Warren Harding’s threat of 
deploying federal troops and even bombing union 
forces prompted the UMWA to disband their efforts 
and begin to return home16. Harding’s threat, driven 
primarily by his anti-union sentiments tied to his view 
that unionization was synonymous with communism, 
may have, at the time, been toothless as military 
intervention would have been viewed by the American 
public as too extreme of a response. Regardless of the 
seriousness of the president’s threat, it was successful 
in diffusing the situation and may have been the end of 
the conflict. However, rumor of Chafin shooting union 
sympathizers near Blair following the president’s 
threat reinvigorated the UMWA’s anger towards the 
sheriff. Word was spread quickly, and UMWA miners 
returning home from Blair made an about face and 
rushed back to the mountain to regroup. By Blizzard’s 
account, this was Chafin’s attempt to provoke the 
UMWA and instigate a full-scale battle with federal 
backing on his side. 
Ironically, the idea of utilizing federal support 
was shared by the UMWA, as many in their leadership 
hoped a demonstration of force would indicate 
the severity of their fight against non-union coal 
operations and bring the issue to a national level. This 
was a driving force behind why the UMWA decided 
to stand down when President Harding threatened 
to intervene with the army, as taking on the federal 
government went against the miners’ interests. While 
non-union coal operators and their allies, especially 
in the coal commission report, painted the UMWA as 
communists, the UMWA was in no way opposing the 
federal government and always remained democratic 
in nature. A second reason why army involvement 
deterred the UMWA from continuing their attack was 
the fact that many of the miners were veterans of WWI 
and had no interest in fighting against a military they 
had previously served. Shogan notes in an interview 
that the UMWA sentiment towards clashing with the 
army could be summed up in one simple phrase, “we 
won’t go to war with Uncle Sam”17. 
Despite the previous threat of federal 
involvement, the UMWA did return to Blair, and on 
August 29th, the battle resumed in earnest. Chafin’s 
forces maintained defensive positions, taking advantage 
of the high ground the mountain provided, and were 
able to stop the miners’ advance a second time. Once 
again, this was accomplished by means of heavier 
firepower at Chafin’s disposal. Employing the use of 
private planes, Chafin’s troops hit the UMWA forces 
with a series of airstrikes, using military-grade gas and 
16  Robert Shogan. The Battle of Blair Mountain: The Story of America’s Largest Labor Uprising. (New York City: Basic Books, 2006), 
271. President Harding: “It looks to me as though we are coming to a crisis in the conflict between the radical labor leaders and the 
capitalistic system under which we developed our Republic.”
17  Focus, Shogan describing the UMWA’s refusal to fight against federal forces deployed to Blair Mountain at the end of the engagement.
explosive bombs presumed to be surplus from WWI18. 
The army, under orders from General Billy Mitchell, 
often considered the father of the American Air Force, 
deployed Martin bombers as well as contributing 
further to Chafin’s air support, but these planes were 
utilized strictly for surveillance, as it would still be 
several days before the federal government would take 
an active role in the battle’s resolution19. 
This bombing campaign is a matter of great 
confusion, both for those involved in the battle and their 
subsequent accounts. Some assumed the bombs were 
dropped by the U.S. Army, having seen U.S. Army 
planes making flyovers during the battle. Mentions of 
army munitions being used in the bombing suggest 
U.S. military backing without direct involvement 
in the attack. The reality, as best understood by a 
consideration of all available sources, is that the bombs 
were homemade explosives created by Chafin’s forces 
and deployed by local pilots operating private planes. 
The U.S. Army’s Martin bombers, while armed, did not 
take any part in the bombing campaign and were present 
for reconnaissance purposes only, as Federal troops 
were not instructed to take aggressive action against the 
UMWA forces until days later on September 2nd20. 
Despite Chafin’s vastly superior arms, the 
UMWA continued fighting, and on August 30th, West 
Virginia National Guard Colonel William Eubanks was 
brought in to take charge of combined law enforcement 
and vigilante forces fighting the UMWA21. The swell 
in numbers to the anti-union forces did not deter the 
UMWA, however, and the miners continued their attack, 
almost managing to reach Logan during one assault, 
only a short distance from their goal of Mingo County. 
Skirmishes continued until September 2nd, 
when federal troops were officially deployed to 
combat the UMWA, which prompted Bill Blizzard to 
call a withdrawal of his forces. The miners disbanded 
and began returning home, many of them stowing their 
weapons away in the secret caches in the woods in an 
attempt to avoid detection. Casualty counts differ from 
source to source, but anywhere between ten and thirty 
members of Chafin’s forces were killed along with 
another fifty to a hundred UMWA miners. Charges of 
murder, conspiracy to commit murder, accessory to 
murder, and treason against the state of West Virginia 
were brought up against a total of nine hundred and 
eighty-five miners including Blizzard himself, who, 
once again, assumed a leadership role for the UMWA22. 
18  William C. Blizzard When Miners March. (Oakland: PM Press, 2010), 303. W.F. Denim and Earl Halloran, two of the three pilots hired 
by the coal operators, maintain they used their planes for “observation” only, while R.S. Haynes, the third pilot, admits to the pilots 
using explosive and gas bombs on the miners.
19  Ibid, 311. Blizzard attests that Mitchell was present in the hopes of finding an excuse to test out the effectiveness of new planes in a 
military setting.
20  William C. Blizzard When Miners March. (Oakland: PM Press, 2010), 313. One of the pilots operating in this mission stated that before 
returning to base, the crew jettisoned their bombs in the James River, presumably in an effort to disguise the fact they had been armed 
in the first place. The only active participants in the bombing campaign were the planes under Chafin’s command, although this would 
not be made clear to many on the ground during the battle until after its conclusion.
21  William C. Blizzard When Miners March. (Oakland: PM Press, 2010), 303. Eubanks estimated that over the course of the battle, his 
forces fired anywhere between 500,000 and 600,000 rounds of ammunition, and that the miners “wasted as much as we did.”
22  Ibid, 342. Having been positioned as the leader of the UMWA forces during the Battle of Blair Mountain, Blizzard had to be the center 
point of the coal operators’ prosecution of the union. However, unless Blizzard was found responsible for the actions of all the miners 
at the battle, the case against him personally was not strong, which led to his eventual equital.
124 • The Graduate Review • 2021 Bridgewater State University The Graduate Review • 2021 • 125Bridgewater State University
Some UMWA members were imprisoned for 
years, but the last to be paroled were released in 192523. 
During Blizzard’s trial, unexploded bombs dropped 
by Chafin’s forces that were recovered by the miners 
and were used as evidence in defense of the UMWA24, 
painting Chafin, and, by extension, the coal industry 
as brutally violent and tyrannical25. In April of 1922, 
at Jefferson County Circuit Courthouse, after having 
been held at the same jail26 where John Brown had 
been tried for his role in the battle at Harper’s Ferry 
years before27, all charges against Bill Blizzard were 
dropped, and he was released from the state’s custody28. 
Blizzard’s release was met with mixed responses from 
the gathered crowd, with some lauding him a hero of 
workers’ rights, while others felt justice had not been 
served. Perhaps the most sobering comments from the 
court’s proceedings that day came from Colonel C. W. 
Osenton, principal counsel for the state in Blizzard’s 
case. Osenton, referring to the first skirmish that began 
the Battle of Blair Mountain, stated: 
But your men did not give John Gore, [Logan 
County Sheriff’s Deputy], Munsey or Cafalgo, 
[both Blair locals working as part of Chafin’s 
militia], a chance, when Munsey, dying with 
a bullet through his neck, pleaded for mercy, 
your men put a high-powered rifle to his head 
and pulled the trigger on the ammunition you 
probably gave him the night before, Bill. His 
head bounded eight inches off the ground, and 
then he died. I ask you, jurymen, to show Bill 
more mercy than his army did those men or the 
women and children of Logan valley.”29 
Osenton’s comment here, in many ways, can 
summarize the entire experience of Blizzard’s trial. 
Blizzard himself was not present at this skirmish and 
had no direct connection whatsoever to the deaths of 
23  Bituminous Operators’ Special Committee to the United States Coal Commission, “The United Mine Workers in West Virginia.” [S.l. : 
s.n., 1923], 67. Lists the acquittals of several prominent members of the UMWA including Blizzard, J. E. Willburn, and Walter Allen.
24  William C. Blizzard When Miners March. (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2010), 341. The state’s forces openly admitted to dropping bombs 
on the miners when the recovered homemade explosive was displayed as evidence in Blizzard’s trial.
25  State of West Virginia v. William Blizzard, Indictment No. 4, Special Plea No. 2
26  Bituminous Operators’ Special Committee to the United States Coal Commission, “The United Mine Workers in West Virginia.” [S.l. 
: s.n., 1923], 66. Charles Town, WV.
27  Karen Whitman. “Re-evaluating John Brown’s Raid at Harpers Ferry” West Virginia Archives and History Vol 34, number 1. Charleston: 
1972, 46. On October 16th, 1859, John Brown, led an attack on the Federal Arsenal at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia with the intention 
of supplying slaves with weapons and staging a revolt against slave owners in West Virginia. John Brown has been lauded and vilified 
for his actions throughout history as he is depicted as either a champion of liberty, an enemy of the state, or a roadblock for the 
Abolitionist movement and peaceful negotiations between the North and South over the issue of slavery.
28  State of West Virginia v. William Blizzard, Indictment No. 4, Special Plea No. 2
29  “’Disgrace to State,’ Some Yell, But Great Mass Cheer Verdict. Never Had Intention to Commit Treason, Blizzard Says.” Charleston 
Gazette, May 28th, 1922. The event Osenton is referring to was part of the initial skirmish that snowballed into the Battle of Blair 
Mountain in which John Gore, a Logan County sheriff’s deputy, along with John Cofago and Jim Munsey, two local miners who sided 
with Chafin’s forces, were discovered by UMWA forces, after having fired upon the UMWA camp at night. Upon being discovered, 
Gore called for a standoff and Reverend John Wilburn, a Blair Baptist preacher and leader of the UMWA forces, advanced forward 
to meet with Gore. A shootout erupted, believed to be initiated by either Cofago or Munsey, which left Gore and Cofago dead along 
with Eli Kemp, one of the UMWA miners. Munsey, badly wounded and pleading for mercy, was shot through the head where he lay 
by Henry Kitchin, a UMWA miner. One of the miners described Munsey’s body as looking “like water out of a hose where you turn 
it on and the pressure is light.”
the aforementioned men, but as Blizzard had assumed 
responsibility for the actions of the UMWA during the 
events of the Battle of Blair Mountain, he would have 
to bear the responsibility, due to the fact that Gore, 
Cofago and Munsey were killed by UMWA forces. 
Since Blizzard was not involved directly or indirectly 
with the event itself, he could not be found guilty of 
their murder. Much of Blizzard’s trial proceeded in 
a similar fashion, where the state was unable to link 
Blizzard directly with the most serious crimes they 
attached to the UMWA’s actions.
Blizzard’s release and the resilience of union 
sympathy in West Virginia would perhaps be the most 
resounding success for the UMWA with regard to the 
outcome of the Battle of Blair Mountain, for while they 
lost the conflict itself, their goal of presenting the coal 
industry on a national stage as cruel and unjust was 
largely successful. Despite this fact, the Battle of Blair 
Mountain was the nail in the coffin for the UMWA as 
a whole. The fight to unionize the West Virginia coal 
fields was a resounding loss, which was later followed 
by Pennsylvania’s and Kentucky’s unions hold on coal 
mining operations collapsing and leaving Illinois as 
the only unionized state remaining. 
The Battle of Blair Mountain and the West 
Virginia Mine Wars as a whole left a stain on the 
reputation of unions, whether affiliated with the conflict 
or not, as violent communists seeking to overthrow 
the government. This fallacy was propagated by anti-
union coal operators and featured heavily in the coal 
commission report which, along with newspapers 
reporting on the event, received national attention. 
Much in the same way the Haymarket Affair in Chicago 
created the misconception of anarchists as bomb 
throwers, the Battle of Blair Mountain was presented 
as the inevitable outcome of any union activity. In this 
sense, the Battle of Blair Mountain can be considered 
a complete victory, both militarily and politically, for 
the coal industry, but the impact of the battle did not 
end there. 
While the battle damaged the reputation of 
unions as a whole for years, it also exposed the plight 
of mine workers, and the terrible conditions they 
worked under that motivated them to armed resistance 
in the first place. As a result, a new wave of the labor 
movement was established during the 1930s, starting 
with more progressive labor laws under the New Deal 
in 1933 and continuing with the founding of even 
larger and more prominent unions such as the Steel 
Workers, whose founding incorporated former UMWA 
members. In this sense, the Battle of Blair Mountain, 
while a loss for the UMWA in accomplishing their 
short-term goals, was successful in their larger effort 
of swaying federal support to their side, albeit long 
after the conflict itself ended. 
While understanding who the victor of the 
battle was is fairly straightforward, responsibility for its 
instigation is far more muddled. As is the case in most 
conflicts, blame changes hands depending on which 
event in time is considered the instigation point. If the 
battle is only considered to have begun when the first 
shots were fired, then the UMWA could be considered 
responsible, as they made the conscious decision to 
arm themselves and march on Logan County, with 
the explicit intention of carrying out a jailbreak and 
vigilante justice. Stepping back further, the Baldwin-
Felts Detective Agency could be considered the 
instigators when they murdered Sid Hatfield, which 
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prompted the UMWA to march in the first place. 
Sheriff Chafin could be considered the escalator when 
he allegedly shot union sympathizers and provoked 
a reignition of the conflict after the UMWA had 
already stood down. Bill Blizzard could be considered 
responsible for his organization and command of the 
UMWA’s armed forces and encouragement to return 
to Blair after the UMWA had initially disbanded their 
forces. President Harding and the federal government, 
including the U.S. Army and National Guard, could 
also be considered culpable for the Battle of Blair 
Mountain, both for their lack of involvement in 
resolving the conflict between the UMWA and coal 
industry before it turned violent, as well as their 
incitement of violence against the UMWA, especially 
the suggestion of bombing the union, which doubtless 
inspired and encouraged Chafin’s own bombing 
campaign. As such, responsibility for the Battle of 
Blair Mountain, and the loss of lives on both sides of 
the engagement, cannot fall solely on a single person’s 
or organization's shoulders and is instead shared by all 
who were involved.
When considering the issue of responsibility 
for the Battle of Blair Mountain, reflect once more 
on Colonel Osenton’s remarks about Bill Blizzard 
during his trial, “show Bill more mercy than his 
army did those men or the women and children of 
Logan valley.”30 Osenton had no sympathy towards 
Blizzard’s cause and clearly believed that Blizzard and 
the UMWA bore the responsibility of instigating the 
battle, but, despite that fact, still felt that Blizzard did 
not deserve the same fate as those killed by his forces. 
This could point to Osenton’s capacity for mercy, but 
more likely indicates the extremely complex issue of 
ascribing blame to an event with a history as complex 
as the Battle of Blair Mountain. Certain individuals 
played instrumental roles in both the escalation and 
perpetuation of the conflict as well as its aftermath, but 
this does not change the fact that the Battle of Blair 
Mountain was the product of numerous individual and 
collective decisions carried out by a wide range of 
parties, each with their own interests and motivations. 
This created a tangled web of a conflict that it’s origin 
points is a matter of perspective and opinion rather 
than concrete fact. 
Since its conclusion in 1921, the Battle of 
Blair Mountain, while a national story at the time, has 
been relegated to the fringes of labor history. Both 
Blair Mountain, where the battle was fought, and the 
Charles Town courthouse, where Blizzard along with 
many other miners were tried, are both at risk of being 
destroyed. The courthouse’s status on the National 
Historic Register is up for debate, and Blair Mountain, 
a formerly protected site, is slowly being demolished 
as part of new coal mining operations. Blair and 
Logan County have both vanished, being transformed 
into union-incorporated territory and absorbed into 
other communities, along with dozens of other towns 
and counties in West Virginia that have experienced 
massive economic decline over the past hundred 
years. Tragically, erasure of the history of the Battle 
of Blair Mountain is being spurred on by the locations 
and communities involved in the event. This summer 
marks the hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Blair 
30  “’Disgrace to State,’ Some Yell, But Great Mass Cheer Verdict. Never Had Intention to Commit Treason, Blizzard Says.” Charleston 
Gazette, May 28th, 1922.
Mountain, and its passing should serve as a reminder 
that continued study, discussion, and awareness of the 
West Virginia Mine Wars, the most critical conflict 
in U.S. labor history, are needed now more than ever 
to help preserve these historical sites before they are 
relegated entirely to the past. The inspiration and goal 
of this piece was to call new audiences’ attention to 
this fascinating chapter in American history and ideally 
inspire further research of the study, so that its legacy 
and history can continue to be explored and shared with 
future generations of scholars and students of history. 
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One of the most beneficial programs for im-poverished American children was Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
of 1965. Even though this has been re-imagined as the 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and the Every Stu-
dent Succeeds Act of 2015, nearly 12 million children 
in the United States continue to live in poverty (Seme-
ga et al., 2019). 
Definitions of poverty vary. The U.S. Census 
Bureau uses a set of dollar-value thresholds that var-
ies by family size and composition (Semega et al., 
2019). Other agencies, like the Massachusetts Depart-
ment of Elementary and Secondary Education (MA 
DESE) (2015), determine economic disadvantage 
through enrollment in aid programs. The negative im-
pact of economic disadvantage on students, however, 
has been consistent and well-documented. These stu-
dents demonstrate higher drop-out rates (Maynard et 
al., 2013); more mental, physical, and emotional health 
challenges while in school (Weiss & Reville, 2019); 
and lower enrollment in and completion of post-sec-
ondary education (Drotos & Cilesiz, 2016). Race, gen-
der, and home life often intersect with the challenges 
of poverty, making the obstacles facing economically 
disadvantaged students (EDS) appear overwhelming 
and even insurmountable. The achievement gap be-
tween EDS and their fellow students has been mea-
sured in a number of ways, but performance on stan-
dardized tests is a particularly useful measure because 
these tests offer so much data over so many years.
Interventions to increase the academic achieve-
ment of EDS often utilize an intersectional approach, 
addressing poverty, health, gender, race, and other 
demographic factors. As a result, some schools are 
successfully closing the achievement gap between 
economically disadvantaged students and their peers. 
Many schools, unfortunately, are not. All of which 
begs the question: Which schools are most successful-
ly supporting America’s 12 million EDS? And, perhaps 
more importantly, what are schools doing to promote 
success for this at-risk demographic?
Review of Literature
Key Trends
Economically disadvantaged students are not a 
monolith, of course, and current literature shows just 
how diverse these students are. For example, Snell et 
al. (2012) focus on boys, while Reis and Diaz (1999) 
center their study on female EDS. Dixon-Roman et al. 
(2013) have found that Black students living in pover-
ty score lower on their SATs than White students living 
in poverty. Other studies, however—including Fram et 
al. (2007)—have found a negligible impact of race on 
the academic achievement of economically disadvan-
taged students.
The impact of poverty on students is just as di-
verse as the students themselves. Helig (2011) demon-
strates that economic disadvantage impacts high school 
completion rates. Drotos and Cilesiz (2016) demon-
strate that EDS face greater challenges when applying 
to and attending post-secondary education. This neg-
ative impact on the academic performance of EDS is 
found at Career Technical Education (CTE) schools, as 
demonstrated by Palmer and Gaunt (2007), and in rural 
schools, as demonstrated by Hopkins (2005). 
The most recent trend in the literature, howev-
er, is the debate about the role of schools as provid-
ers of capital. Bourdieu (2011) identifies three types 
of capital: economic, cultural, and social, while Yosso 
(2002) adds to this framework by arguing for the exis-
tence of community capital. Jackson et al. (2019) sug-
gest that schools are most supportive when they offer 
greater social and cultural capital to students who face 
economic disadvantage. 
Key Sources
Alexander et al. (2001) tested over 600 chil-
dren from Baltimore elementary schools to monitor 
their progress along two tracks: the school year (from 
September through June) and the summer (from June 
through September). Their literature review suggests 
that EDS would perform lower on these tests, but their 
own study does not bear out this hypothesis. In fact, 
they conclude that it is not schooling but time away 
from schooling that leads to the achievement gap be-
tween low- and high-income students. These research-
ers go so far as to state, “Socioeconomic status thus ap-
parently has no bearing on achievement gains during 
the school year” (2001, p. 181; italics in original). 
Weiss and Reville (2019) expand on this idea 
by arguing that EDS are best served by school systems 
that adopt Integrated Student Support (ISS) strategies. 
They explain that “An ISS approach asks schools to 
become curators, but not necessarily providers, of the 
services and other supports needed to ensure that all 
children can come to school ready to learn” (Weiss & 
Reville, 2019, p. 17). In other words, schools—in co-
operation with their communities—should be agents 
for the social and cultural capital that will provide EDS 
first with their mental, physical, and emotional needs 
and then their academic success. 
The present study is essentially a derivation 
of Hoisington et al. (2018). These researchers com-
pared student performance on the Texas Assessment of 
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) to the ratio of instruc-
tional expenditure at each school. This present study 
also uses a state-wide assessment but compares it to 
several school- and spending-based variables rather 
than instructional spending.
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Massachusetts offers a particularly useful focal 
point for the study of EDS because its students rou-
tinely outperform students from other states and even 
from other countries on standardized tests (MA DESE, 
2016). Nevertheless, the achievement gap between 
EDS and other students stubbornly persists, even in 
Massachusetts. Over 300,000 students in Massachu-
setts face economic disadvantage, and their academic 
performance is not equal to that of their more advan-
taged peers (MA DESE, 2019a). Furthermore, MA 
DESE (2018) has declared that it is the responsibility 
of every school in Massachusetts to close this achieve-
ment gap. 
Statement of Purpose
In Massachusetts, economically disadvantaged 
students are those who are enrolled in foster care, the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
the Transitional Assistance for Families with Depen-
dent Children (TAFDC), or Medicaid (MA DESE, 
2015). Many would assume that EDS at schools with 
high per-pupil spending would earn higher Massachu-
setts Comprehensive Assessment System ( MCAS) 
scores than EDS at schools with lower per-pupil spend-
ing, but does the data support this hypothesis? Recent 
research suggests that schools that provide so-called 
wrap-around services—“academic, social, emotional, 
behavioral, and physical” supports—demonstrate the 
greatest gains for EDS (Weiss & Reville, 2019, p. 16). 
Gladwell (2008) argues that those that focus on educa-
tion are missing the point: the disadvantages of pov-
erty are experienced most acutely outside of schools. 
The initial purpose of this study was to compare 
the academic performance of EDS with the per-pupil dis-
trict expenditure on the guidance counseling and testing 
costs and the pupil services costs. Through the course of 
the data gathering, however, the scope of this study ex-
panded to include the following research questions: 
 1.  What is the relationship between the scaled 
MCAS scores and Student Growth Per-
centiles (SGP) of EDS and the following 
school-based variables: school size, whether 
a school is urban or non-urban, and/or the 
percentage of EDS in the student body?
 2.  What is the relationship between the scaled 
MCAS scores and SGP of EDS and the 
following spending-based variables: total 
per-pupil expenditure of a school district; the 
dollar amount spent on student supports, i.e., 
the sum of the guidance counseling and test-
ing costs and the pupil services costs; and/
or the percent of a district’s budget spent on 
student supports?
Method
This study utilized a non-experimental, de-
scriptive design that used archival test data from the 
Spring 2019 Grade 10- administration of MCAS exam 
to conduct a correlational and causal-comparative 
analysis with archival district budget data for Fiscal 
Year 2018. 
Delimitations
This study focuses only on economically disad-
vantaged students who took the Grade-10 2019 English 
Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics MCAS exams 
in 2019. EDS from parochial schools, private schools, 
and home-schooling situations are not included. EDS 
from vocational, regional, and agricultural school 
districts were excluded because their transportation 
and/or equipment costs result in higher than average 
per-pupil expenditure amounts. EDS from charter and 
virtual high schools were excluded because per-pupil 
expenditure information is not available from those 
schools. One school was excluded because—with less 
than 10 EDS—it had no publicly available testing data.
Grade-10 EDS who did not take the MCAS due 
to illness or some other reason were not included in 
this study. This is also true for Grade-10 EDS, whose 
results were invalidated for some reason. EDS from 
Grades 3-8, EDS in Grades 11 or 12 who retook the 
exam, and EDS who took an alternate version of the 
MCAS (generally due to disability) were not included 
either. Finally, EDS from other testing years and other 
testing subjects were not factored into this study.
Instrumentation
The first data set is an archive of spring 2019 
MCAS scaled scores and SGP of all students in all Mas-
sachusetts public high schools (MA DESE, 2019b). 
Drop-down menus allowed the user to limit the data to 
the English and Math scaled scores of Grade-10 EDS 
in Massachusetts public schools. 
The second data set is an archive that disag-
gregates Fiscal Year 2018 spending for every Massa-
chusetts public school district into a consistent set of 
sub-categories (MA DESE, 2019c). The “all districts” 
worksheet contains the relevant data. 
Internal Validity
It is unlikely that the quantitative data provided 
on the archives are erroneous, and there is nothing to 
suggest that to be the case. 
External Validity
States define economic disadvantage in differ-
ent ways, use different assessments, and offer differ-
ent supports to economically disadvantaged students. 
State budget-line items may differ as well. As a result, 
there is little to no ability to generalize the findings of 
this study to contexts outside of Massachusetts. Within 
the Commonwealth, however, there is a great chance 
that the supports that are successful at one school may 
be successful at another school—at least ones with 
comparable school and spending variables. 
Procedure
The first archival data set was used to collect 
the following information for each school selected 
for this study: school name, total number of students, 
number of EDS, average scaled scores, and average 
SGP for EDS on the 2019 Grade-10 English and math-
ematics MCAS exams. The urban status of a school 
was gathered from the website of the Secretary of the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts (2019). The second 
archival data set was used to gather the total per-pupil 
expenditure (Total PPE) from FY 2018 for each dis-
trict, the guidance counseling and testing per-pupil ex-
penditure from FY 2018 for each district, and the pupil 
services per-pupil expenditure from FY 2018 for each 
district.
These data were merged into an Excel spread-
sheet. I then computed an average MCAS scaled score 
from the mean of the English and mathematics scores 
to create a single metric to define student achievement. 
I also computed an average SGP, derived from the 
mean of SGP in English and mathematics, to allow for 
a single metric to measure student growth. 
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Next, a ratio of student service support per-pu-
pil expenditure to total per-pupil expenditure was com-
puted to define the student support ratio (SS%) vari-
able. I multiplied the total per-pupil expenditure by 
the student support ratio to arrive at a student support 
expenditure (SS PPE) variable, which provides a way 
to measure what dollar amount is available to provide 
supports to EDS. Then, I divided the number of EDS 
at each school by the total student population to derive 
the percentage of EDS (%EDS) in a school.
Finally, I uploaded the data to SPSS to de-
termine if there were a) statistically significant rela-
tionships between MCAS scores and the school- and 
spending-based dependent variables and b) statistically 
significant relationships between SGP and the school- 
and spending-based variables.
Reliability
Due to its archival nature, the data is complete-
ly reliable. 
Results
Two processes were used to analyze the data. 
First, bivariate correlations were run using SPSS to de-
termine the strength and direction of any relationship 
that may exist between the independent variables and 
the dependent variables. To examine any statistically 
significant relationship in more detail, independent 
sample t-Tests were used after each independent vari-
able was split into a top third, middle third, and bot-
tom third. Table 1 illustrates the results of the bivariate 
correlations for MCAS scores; Table 2 illustrates the 
results of the t-Tests. 
Table 1 
Bivariate Correlations for MCAS Scores 
Variable Pearson Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) 
School size .168 .014 
%EDS -.630 .000 
Urban -.479 .000 
Total PPE -.159 .020 
SS PPE -.330 .000 
SS%  -.337 .000 
 
Table 2
Independent Samples T-tests for MCAS ScoresTable 2 
Independent Samples T-tests for MCAS Scores 
Variable Third Definition Mean Difference Sig. (2-tailed)
Top  1128 - 4032 2.41 .098 
Middle 643 - 1127 3.80 .009 
 
School 
size Bottom 118 - 642 -6.20 .000 
Top  8.9% - 17.9% -11.20 .000 
Middle 3.7% - 8.8% 1.05 .468 
 
%EDS 




Urban NA Urban -9.66 .000 
Top $16,110 - $27,597 -1.43 .326 
Middle $14,254 - $16,109 -0.69 .633 
 
Total PPE 
Bottom $11,588 - $14,253 2.13 .144 
Top  $2,224 - $3,469 -6.00 .000 
Middle $1,866 - $2,223 0.95 .515 
 
SS PPE 
Bottom $1,331 - $1,865 5.04 .000 
Top  14.5% - 19.4% -8.12 .000 








Bottom 8.7% - 12.0% 4.94 .001 
 
Table3 illustrates the results of the bivariate 
correlations for SGP, and Table4 illustrates the results 
of the t-Tests. Only 165 schools in this study report-
ed SGP, so the criteria for the top, middle, and bottom 
third of schools by SGP differs from that of the 214 
schools that reported scores.
Table 3 
Bivariate Correlations for MCAS SGP 
Variable Pearson Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) 
School size -.050 .522 
%EDS -.300 .000 
Urban -.162 .038 
Total PPE .070 .373 
SS PPE .004 .960 




Independent Samples T-tests for MCAS SGPTable 4 
Independent Samples T-tests for MCAS SGP 
Variable Third Definition Mean Difference Sig. (2-tailed)
Top  1258 - 4032 -0.02 .987 
Middle 748 - 1257 -0.16 .901 
 
School 
size Bottom 224 - 747 0.18 .889 
Top  9.4% - 17.9% -3.64 .005 
Middle 4.7% - 9.3% 0.81 .540 
 
%EDS 




Urban NA Urban -2.55 .038 
Top $16,111 - $27,597 1.18 .371 
Middle $14,142 - $16,110 -1.19 .365 
 
Total PPE 
Bottom $11,588 - $14,141 0.01 .991 
Top    $2,250 - $3,469 0.06 .962 
Middle $1,866 - $2,249 0.07 .960 
 
SS PPE 
Bottom $1,331 - $1,865 -0.13 .922 
Top  14.5% - 19.4% -0.96 .466 








Bottom 8.7% - 12.4% 0.51 .699 
 
Further data analysis, not presented here, in-
cluded t-Tests comparing schools at or above the me-
dian value of each independent variable with schools 
below the median value.
Discussion and Conclusions
Table 5 illustrates the 12 variable combinations 
that were examined, resulting in either no relationship, 
a positive relationship, or an inverse relationship:
Table 5
Direction of All Relationships
a le 5 




School Size Positive None 
%EDS Inverse Inverse 
Urban Inverse Inverse 
Total PPE None None 
SS PPE Inverse None 
SS% Inverse None 
 
No Relationships
Of all the independent variables, a district’s 
total per-pupil expenditure is the only one that appar-
ently has no impact on MCAS scores. That makes a 
certain amount of sense, since Total PPE factors are 
in every cost center in a school district, ranging from 
health care to tuition reimbursement for staff. Many 
of these cost centers have little, if any, bearing on sup-
ports for economically disadvantaged students. 
More significantly, the fact that no relationship 
exists suggests that how much money is spent in a dis-
trict does not matter as much as how that money is 
spent. If financial support is not leveraged and made 
available to EDS, it should come as no surprise that 
there is no discernible relationship between overall 
spending and the academic achievement of those stu-
dents. The fact that there are highly statistically signif-
icant relationships between the more specific student 
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support PPE and student support ratio variables, and 
both dependent variables corroborate this conclusion.
Table 5 also demonstrates that four of the six 
independent variables appear to have no relation to 
SGP. This may be explained by the fact that any rela-
tionship that involves SGP is derived from a compar-
ison rather than from strictly interval data. MA DESE 
(2011) defines the SGP metric as one that “measures 
how much a student’s performance has improved from 
one year to the next relative to his or her peers: oth-
er students statewide with similar MCAS test scores 
in prior years”. SGP does not just compare a student’s 
performance to his/her/their prior year’s performance; 
it actually compares that student’s individual growth to 
similar students’ overall growth. This is why SGP is a 
particularly complicated variable, and this may explain 
why a school variable like size has no appreciable rela-
tionship to it. The fact that %EDS and the urban nature 
of schools have a statistically significant relationship to 
SGP complicates this conclusion but will be addressed 
in more detail below. 
While these two school variables demonstrate 
a significant relationship with SGP, it is worth noting 
that none of the spending variables have such a rela-
tionship. This makes sense if the Total PPE, Student 
Support PPE, or Student Support Ratio are relatively 
similar from one year to the next. If there is no change 
in the independent variable, one would not expect any 
change in the dependent variable. Further research 
would need to confirm this, but most practitioners 
know that total budgets—and the pupil services and 
guidance counseling, and testing cost centers in partic-
ular—do not often overflow with additional financial 
support from one year to the next.
Positive Relationship
The present study only found one positive rela-
tionship out of the 12 variable combinations that were 
examined: scores and school size. At first, this may 
appear counterintuitive: Why would EDS at a smaller 
school earn lower scores than EDS at a larger school? 
The answer may be as simple as the economy of scale. 
Larger schools will have more staff, and, perhaps, 
more human and fiscal resources that can be dedicated 
to support EDS.
Inverse Relationships
The inverse relationship between the percent 
of EDS in a school and both dependent variables is to 
be expected. The literature attests to the great number 
of challenges EDS face, and it makes sense that their 
scores would be lower at schools that attempt to address 
all of those challenges for all of those EDS. Resources 
are limited, and MCAS achievement is not always the 
top priority for EDS, their families, or their schools. 
The fact that %EDS appears to carry a statis-
tically significant relationship with SGP serves to flag 
the importance of this independent variable. As noted 
above, SGP is a complicated and likely a confounding 
variable, so for %EDS to have a statistically signifi-
cant relationship suggests that this is a highly import-
ant independent, school-based variable to consider in 
discussions about the academic achievement of eco-
nomically disadvantaged students.
Whether a school is or is not urban is another 
statistically significant school-based variable. Schools 
that identify as urban do tend to have lower scores than 
other schools, but it is important to consider some pos-
sible confounding variables. For example, the median 
%EDS for all schools in this study is 5.6%; at urban 
schools, it is nearly twice that (10.2%). The median 
student population of all schools in this study is 847, 
but the median size of urban schools is 1015. Urban 
schools are generally larger and support more EDS 
than other schools, so it follows that scores would be 
lower in those settings.
However, the inverse nature of the relation-
ships between the dependent variables and the spend-
ing-based variables is quite surprising. The litera-
ture—especially Weiss and Reville (2019)—would 
suggest that the more supports that are provided to 
EDS, the better they would perform on academic tests. 
This study, however, seems to reject that hypothesis 
and suggests that the more money that is spent on stu-
dent supports, the lower the academic achievement of 
EDS. The data suggest this is true for the percentage of 
money spent on student supports as well. 
There are two possible reasons for this finding. 
One is that those schools that spend more money on stu-
dent supports may not be spending as much money on 
more classroom-based supports. In other words, more 
money to the pupil services and guidance counseling 
and testing cost centers may mean less money to the 
cost centers that directly impact student achievement: 
teachers and professional development, for example. 
The other possible reason for this surprising 
inverse relationship between spending and student 
achievement is that successful schools may receive fi-
nancial support from outside the district budget. Out-
side community agencies may carry a large part of the 
cost for supporting EDS, which may, in turn, free up 
schools and districts to funnel money to instructional 
and curriculum supports. More research is needed to 
explore this. 
Limitations
The fact that this study focuses on only one state 
may limit the extent to which its results may be gener-
alized because of the great variety in assessments, ed-
ucation budgets, and educational philosophies across 
states. The focus on public schools does not take into 
account the achievement or supports that may be ev-
ident in private schools, parochial schools, or even 
home schooling. Furthermore, this study further ex-
cludes public charter schools, regional schools, virtual 
schools, and regional vocational-technical schools.
Averaging only Grade-10 math and English 
MCAS scores excludes the data available from other 
grade levels and from the Science, Technology, or En-
gineering (STE) MCAS, as well as Advanced Place-
ment (AP), American College Testing (ACT), or Scho-
lastic Assessment Test (SAT) exams. Importantly, the 
categories used to define student support services—
guidance counseling and testing and pupil services—
may not be the sole source of funding for all student 
supports. Furthermore, district spending in these cat-
egories may not equate to a comparable amount of 
spending at the high schools examined in this study. 
Recommendations for Further Research
Additional research could be conducted to dis-
aggregate achievement by gender, race, English-lan-
guage learner status, and/or disability status. The data 
sets used in the present study did not allow for such 
disaggregation, but the MA DESE does offer assis-
tance with data collection via its website. Researchers 
could also focus on different cost centers. For exam-
ple, is there a statistically significant relationship be-
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tween MCAS scores and the instructional leadership 
cost center? Is there a connection between SGP and the 
teachers cost center?
Future research into spending and extra-bud-
getary supports is also critical because financial as-
sistance from philanthropists or community-based 
organizations is not a stable or sustainable model for 
supporting EDS. Finally, a future researcher could 
interview the students themselves, so that EDS can 
voice their own opinions about which supports work 
and which ones do not. Gaining a direct voice to the 
student experience of economic disadvantage will en-
able policy makers and educators to determine the best 
ways to help support economically disadvantaged stu-
dents and their academic achievement.
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You are standing facing the back door.
Just to the left of it is a hook with your jacket on it. 
Well, your grandfather’s jacket. The long, green one 
with a hood full but not heavy and a lining worn but 
still warm. He sent you home with it once while you 
were visiting for an afternoon and it unexpectedly 
started snowing. He knew it would snow.
He stood in the back hallway where he hung his coats 
and held it up as you slid your arms in one at a time, 
not making note of your left arm needing an extra mi-
cro-moment or two to extend. “Muscle Spasticity” were 
two words you couldn’t spell individually or together 
but you knew them in the tightness you felt and contin-
ue to feel. It lives somewhere between your shoulder 
and elbow and always feel released as your fingers find 
their way out on the other end of the sleeve.
He said nothing as they made their journey that day. 
Well, he probably said something but it was most like-
ly about being one day closer to Spring or how the Red 
Sox would be starting Spring Training soon. It definite-
ly involved either Spring or the Red Sox.
Probably both.
II
You are standing facing the back door and so much 
behind you is half-done.
On your desk is the past week’s worth of mail, opened 
but not properly sorted. Piles are simply plopped and 
stand almost like stalactites except each layer criss-
crosses the last. BRE envelopes build off of promo-
tional magnets on top of restaurant menus resting on 
campaign flyers. Halos of coffee accent the space next 
to where your laptop sits closed and charging.
You do not need to worry about leaving it plugged in 
too long. You will be back in time.
You should probably worry about the amount of 
crumbs whisked into every corner and the spot where 
maple syrup and dried almond milk hold close a semi-
sweet chocolate chip.
Under your bed are shoes unpaired and sticking out. 
You made quick work of them, wading through as you 
stood up from your bed, as they seemed to briefly latch 
onto your ankles, only to be kicked a few inches from 
their original spot. But also maybe closer to their mate.
On your bookcase, space is at a premium. A whole 
month’s worth of New York Times Magazines are fold-
ed, each on a shelf clinging to less than two inches of 
room. There is the collection of Robert Frost and E.B. 
White you patched together from what your uncle left 
you from the Ph.D he started in the 60s and what you 
have found secondhand. Each time you look at them 
together you seem to pause, bite your lower lip, and 
stare off at nothing for 30-45 seconds.
The same can be said for when your eyes get to the 
shelf second from the top. No, it is not the unopened 
Kleenex boxes and ink cartridges. It is the collections 
of Mary Oliver and Maya Angelou. You have attempt-
ed to write odes to them half-a-dozen times each. You 
just keep coming back to their own words believing 
they said it best. You just want to capture their capacity 
for inciting wonder.
Just above you is the ceiling fan spinning. Just above 
it is the layer of dust courtesy the Fall and first half of 
the Winter. You want to leave it on but that much spin-
ning through the air will only incite a flurry of sneezes. 
Reach up and pull on the string. Well, it really isn’t a 
string. What do you call that thing that dangles down 
and adjusts speed? Whatever it is, interlock its tassels 
with your fingers and pull down.
III
You are standing facing the back door and about to 
leave all this behind you as you hear neighborhood 
kids shoveling.
Your shoulders, both left and right, sting. At this mo-
ment, the mail carrier crunches on the crust of ice lead-
ing to your first floor apartment. You sense he nearly 
slips but presses on and presses the slightly melted up-
per layer into the lower four-to-six inches of snow.
Your back bellows in tightness. It won’t have an op-
portunity to be tested. Same for your knees. They will 
work with the rest of you to balance the best you can 
while getting to your car. The drive is quick and you 
can’t visit long anyway. After twenty minutes she 
sometimes blurs together who is who.
If that happens today, she’ll run her thin fingers with 
skin withdrawn through the jacket’s fabric not yet fray-
ing. You will ask what she is doing and she will reply, 
“what I always do” and stop at a pocket to utter “Pete.”
You will wait a micro-moment or two before replying, 
“No, it’s me.”
IV
You are standing facing the back door and you tug on 
the collar of your jacket so that it’s close against your 
back and falls forward slightly.
No need for Nana to reach too far.
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Peter Balakian’s New York Times bestsell-ing book: The Burning Tigris: The Armenian Genocide and America’s Response provides a 
detailed interpretation on the mass extermination of 
Armenians, and how they became subservient during 
the rise of Turkish nationalism. President Joe Biden’s 
acknowledgement on April 24, 2021 of the Ottoman 
Turks’ mass murder of Armenians during World War 
I as a genocide is a momentous accomplishment when 
no prior U.S. president has used this specific term to 
condemn the event as an act of bigotry. Balakian’s 
book is exceptional, impressive, and pertinent for ad-
dressing genocide denial now that the U.S. is more 
aware how the Ottoman Turks instigated propaganda 
to plan for the extermination of the Armenian pop-
ulation during the early 20th century. His main idea 
focuses on America’s involvement in Armenia from 
the 1890s through World War I to demonstrate that Ar-
menians became victims of oppression based on their 
efforts to challenge Ottoman authority in Turkey. The 
central argument of Balakian’s book is Turkish nation-
alists organized an efficient system to evict and murder 
Armenians. Even though, Americans became greatly 
informed about Armenian atrocities, Balakian wants 
readers to realize that his purpose for writing this book 
is to show the Turks persecuted all Armenians based 
on their Christian beliefs. Balakian uses excellent 
graphic imagery to help an individual comprehend the 
terror and brutality of the Armenian Genocide by em-
phasizing how “Armenians were rounded up, arrested, 
and either shot outright or put on deportation marches” 
(175). This evidence correlates to the purpose behind 
Balakian’s book, since his motive is arguing that Turk-
ish nationalists wanted to control Turkey in order to 
reestablish Islam as the official religion within the en-
tire country. 
As a historian, Balakian does a thorough over-
view of America’s involvement with providing aid to 
the Armenians by uncovering discussions in the White 
House, the State Department, and Congress. Americans 
first knew about mass killings in Turkey from Clara 
Barton, who led The American Red Cross, to provide 
international support for Armenians who were dis-
placed by Turkish violence, which caused overwhelm-
ing amounts of hunger and disease. Balakian is explicit 
that Boston became one of the first cities to help Ar-
menians when social reformers convened at Faneuil 
Hall in 1894 to establish the Friends of Armenia. He 
also succeeded at expressing how New York’s Na-
tional Armenian Relief Committee members, Spencer 
Trask, John D. Rockefeller, and Jacob Schiff, helped 
fund Barton’s efforts to travel with her relief members 
to the Ottoman world. Balakian’s description of Henry 
Morgenthau, U.S. Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, 
is significant for conveying his key theme that Arme-
nians gradually faced extermination, and America had 
to intervene to control a horrifying human rights crisis. 
Balakian’s interpretation of the Armenian Genocide is 
an eyeopener for all; the Turks considered the Arme-
nians as outcasts and the only solution required total 
annihilation. Without Balakian’s discussion of aboli-
tionists and women’s suffrage activists such as Julia 
Ward Howe, Alice Stone Blackwell, and Isabel Bar-
rows, his book would not have a cohesive argument, 
since Armenian persecution needed to become noticed 
to resist Turkish nationalism. 
America’s response to the Armenian Genocide 
is an essential aspect of Balakian’s book and explains 
that U.S. citizens prioritized humanitarianism to break 
away from isolationist beliefs. Balakian addresses Ar-
menian oppression in Turkey by referring to opposi-
tion against the sultan’s absolute authority in the Ot-
toman world. He thoroughly expressed that without 
reports from The Boston Globe, The New York Times, 
or Harper’s Weekly, Americans would not understand 
the devastation and brutality of Armenian persecu-
tion. This corresponds to Balakian’s core issue that as 
time passes, people neglected the Armenian Genocide 
due to the outbreak of World War I and the demise of 
the Ottoman Empire. The inhumane treatment of the 
Armenians by the Ottoman Turks is well researched 
from Balakian’s narrative on the Turkish Killing Squad 
Units and their commitment to follow the Ottoman 
government’s commands to eradicate Armenian cul-
ture. The overarching theme of Balakian’s narrative is 
reexamining the gradual severity of Armenian persecu-
tion from the 19th century through World War I, when 
the European Great Powers threatened to conquer Ot-
toman territory. Balakian’s additional argument is con-
tinuously informing readers about the consequences of 
human suffering to show that each generation needs 
to become more cognizant of genocides to prevent de-
struction of humanity.
Balakian succeeds at discussing the origin of 
the Ottoman Empire’s intolerance against the Arme-
nian people and the beginnings of Turkish nationalism. 
His purpose is to advocate that Turkish Muslims rather 
than Armenian Christians deserve equal rights in the 
Ottoman world. This connects to the central argument 
of Balakian’s book, because his perspective is Arme-
nians were in a precarious situation under Turkish rule 
as a result of undefined boundaries between the Byzan-
tine and Ottoman Empires. Balakian’s critical analysis 
of Sultan Abdul Hamid II is important for understand-
ing Turkey’s transition to a nationalist regime once 
the Young Turk Movement ended after World War I. 
As political unity declined, Balakian indicates a mass 
extermination of Armenian citizens began in response 
to their demands for social reforms to limit the sul-
tan’s power in order to create a representative political 
system. Balakian’s knowledge on the evolution of the 
Armenian Genocide is remarkable, through his use of 
balancing narrative with factual evidence to convey 
that Sultan Abdul Hamid II failed to acknowledge Ar-
menians and all other Christian followers throughout 
the Ottoman Empire. Balakian’s interpretation of Sul-
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tan Abdul Hamid II is clear as he describes how Arme-
nian existence in the Ottoman Empire became contro-
versial as nationalist support arose to purify Turkey as 
a Muslim country. 
For the reader of his book, Balakian needs to 
include more evidence on the tension between Arme-
nian citizens and Sultan Abdul Hamid II, since there 
is less interpretation about why Greeks and Assyrians 
experienced fierce attacks by the Turks. Balakian’s 
lack of explanation on the Greeks and Assyrians in his 
story of the Armenian Genocide refers to the complex 
history of religious bigotry spreading across the Otto-
man Empire after the Middle Ages. In total, Balakian’s 
argument and core ideas are evident through his exten-
sive research on political unrest that emerged from the 
Armenian Question in the 19th century to systemati-
cally kill Armenians. Balakian’s analysis of Ottoman 
propaganda is vivid and re-identifies his central argu-
ment that the struggle for the Ottoman Empire became 
whether or not to grant protection under law for its 
Christian subjects. The ethnic cleansing of the Arme-
nians is restated effectively by Balakian to show how 
Turkey is responsible for causing a genocide of the Ar-
menians, who were a minority population as Christians 
in the Ottoman Empire. 
Balakian’s key ideas about American aid to Ar-
menian citizens and Young Turkish Nationalists reject-
ing social reforms are crucial for explaining common-
alities with the Holocaust due to Jews also becoming 
victims of oppression for their religious beliefs. Both 
Armenians and Jews experienced barbaric treatment, 
which allows Balakian to emphasize the pain of a geno-
cide as innocent civilians struggled to cope with injury, 
disease, deportation, and death. The fact that Balakian 
equates the Armenian Genocide with the Holocaust 
demonstrates his point of view that Armenians and 
Jews were immediately slaughtered, which represents 
the controversy of violating one’s existence in human-
kind. From Balakian’s view, he is helping readers vi-
sualize the horror and catastrophic losses from the Ar-
menian massacres to show the Turks should never be 
forgotten for starting a genocide. This allows Balakian 
to enhance his narrative on the Armenian Genocide to 
prove that political regimes have absolute power to ex-
terminate any undesirable minority population. Balaki-
an mentions the Holocaust to make his argument more 
substantial that Armenians became a threat in Turkey 
because they advocated for political reforms within 
the Ottoman Constitution in order to have their equal 
rights as Christian citizens. Although Balakian draws 
consistent attention to Armenian persecution through-
out World War I, he then reflects on Nazi propaganda 
during World War II to captivate a reader’s attention 
that Jews and Armenians were equally tortured as ene-
mies of the people. 
Balakian wants to challenge people’s per-
spectives on history by recognizing the importance 
of memory, because millions of Armenian lives were 
lost during World War I, which exemplifies destruction 
of human existence. Balakian’s communication about 
trauma and political unrest during the Armenian Geno-
cide and the Holocaust represents learning from the 
past in order to improve the future of history, so mass 
extermination of any minority group never happens 
again. This redeveloping theme in Balakian’s book 
strengthens his overall argument that everyone should 
never forget any genocide throughout world history, 
or there will be ongoing ignorance, xenophobia, and a 
rise in extremist political regimes. 
Furthermore, Balakian’s additional core issue 
that is significantly researched involves the emergence 
of Mustafa Kemal, who continued Turkish nationalism 
by prohibiting Armenian resettlement in Turkey after 
World War I. The purpose of Balakian’s examination 
of the Kemalist leadership in Turkey is to prove that 
Kemal’s followers still massacred Armenians to pre-
vent them from having any political sovereignty or 
independence within their own country. As Armenia’s 
independence became controversial amongst the rise 
of the Soviet Union, Balakian maintains his concise 
narrative, with detailed historical evidence, to argue 
that Kemalist supporters wanted to completely cleanse 
the Armenian people to expand Turkish autonomy. 
This evidence pertains to Balakian’s earlier reoccur-
ring theme in his book, because the intention is defin-
ing that Armenian annihilation became inevitable so 
Turkey could become superior after losing territory 
during World War I. The systematic killing of the Ar-
menians exemplifies how the Kemalists had xenopho-
bia, which Balakian discusses, to make a connection 
with the earlier Young Turk Nationalist supporters, 
who also followed Muhammad’s teachings to insti-
gate violence. These interconnecting historical events 
make Balakian’s story meaningful, since he strives to 
reiterate that killing or deporting Armenians from their 
villages symbolizes how their culture nearly became 
non-existent. 
Even after World War I, Turkish military lead-
ers were held accountable for their criminal acts to 
murder Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, represent-
ing that during a genocide, perpetrators of hate and 
injustice will be interrogated, then sentenced for ruin-
ing humanity. The controversy from the Kemalists is 
relevant to Balakian’s key issue that the Turks could 
not continue their nationalist ideology without deter-
mining a strategy to exterminate the Armenians. This 
implies that Balakian’s theme is informing readers 
how the Armenian Genocide became an act of evil to 
purposely dehumanize the Armenians for threatening 
to reform Ottoman rule in Turkey. Balakian expresses 
his feelings on this subject matter considerably to ar-
gue that genocides take the lives of innocent victims, 
and it is difficult to overcome despair even after justice 
prevails. The most influential message of Balakian’s 
story is propaganda can cause genocides when polit-
ical leaders scapegoat a population, who are likely to 
organize rebellions against legal policies. This requires 
all people to think with an open mind and not deny 
that any genocide happened because Balakian and oth-
er genocide scholars are able to precisely retell stories 
and legacies of people’s experiences from any era. 
As a well-respected historian, poet, and pro-
fessor at Colgate University, Peter Balakian’s in-depth 
assessment of the Armenian Genocide represents his 
passion to offer new insight that America did not ig-
nore the mass murder of the Armenian people. This 
particular event in human history becomes extremely 
tragic through Balakian’s ability to communicate that 
Armenians were in danger prior to World War I as the 
Ottoman Turks feared the collapse of their empire. 
Balakian’s book convinces readers that the Armenian 
Genocide becomes forgotten in world history due to 
the start of World War I in Europe and the lack of in-
vestigation into Turkey’s history of nationalist support 
before becoming an independent republic. This allows 
Balakian to use evidence from the American and Ot-
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toman press to make his argument that the Armenian 
Genocide should be remembered as a human rights 
conflict that evolved into systematic murder. Balaki-
an’s expertise as a scholar of the Armenian Genocide is 
praiseworthy by sharing his reactions on the many stag-
es of Armenian oppression from the late 19th century 
through World War I to show America’s patriotic spirit 
benefited injured and homeless Armenians. Balakian’s 
story is compelling for all readers because his critical 
thinking and analytical discussions of human atrocities 
are apparent by mentioning survivor reactions from the 
Armenian priest, Krikoris Balakian, and an adolescent 
girl named Aurora Mardiganian. Balakian’s research 
on these survivors of the Armenian Genocide creates a 
convincing narrative that each moment became heart-
breaking as Turkish military officials raped women, 
mutilated limbs, crammed people into crowded train 
cars, and placed thousands in detention camps. This 
descriptive evidence made Balakian’s insight on the 
Armenian Genocide powerful to show that every day 
became an ultimate fight to survive. Balakian empha-
sizes self-reflection as a necessity to have as it rep-
resents courage to eliminate injustice. As an author of 
Armenian heritage, Balakian shares how all genocides 
are traumatic and leave a painful legacy until people 
show more sympathy for human suffering. His book 
has a lasting impact on an individual to reassess their 
existence in society and to make our world have com-
passion by terminating genocide denial. 
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Telehealth is a service delivery method currently used in a variety of healthcare practice areas to treat different diagnoses and conditions. Due 
to the advancement of technology and the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the use of telehealth has grown 
significantly in recent years. However, there are varying 
opinions amongst occupational therapy practitioners 
regarding the feasibility of treatment provided 
through telehealth. In this study, we aimed to explore 
the perceived supports, barriers, and attitudes about 
telehealth amongst occupational therapy practitioners.
Statement of the Problem
The use of telehealth in occupational therapy is 
an unexplored topic in current literature. Until recently, 
telehealth was mostly utilized in other practice areas 
of the medical field and was less prominently used 
in rehabilitation disciplines. However, the current 
circumstances caused by COVID-19 and the use 
of advanced technology have encouraged a variety 
of disciplines to consider implementing telehealth 
into their service delivery. The supports and barriers 
experienced by occupational therapy practitioners 
incorporating telehealth into their practice have 
not been adequately explored and are important to 
understanding and providing a high quality of care to 
patients, regardless of the service delivery method that 
is used.
To provide insight into the use of telehealth in 
the field of occupational therapy, this study aimed to 
explore occupational therapy practitioners’ attitudes 
towards and experiences with telehealth. We hoped to 
further understand the current use of telehealth in the 
field of occupational therapy and provide information 
to occupational therapy practitioners that may use 
telehealth in the future.
Significance to Occupational Therapy
The study relates to the Occupational Therapy 
Practice Framework because it aims to explore 
occupational therapy practitioners’ attitudes towards 
and experiences with telehealth to deliver different 
types of interventions in a variety of contexts. According 
to the Occupational Therapy Practice Framework, 
occupational therapy services include the use of 
occupations and therapeutic activities, preparatory 
methods and tasks, education and training, advocacy, 
and group interventions to facilitate engagement in 
occupations and improve patients’ quality of life 
(American Occupational Therapy Association, 2014). 
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This study provided insight into occupational therapy 
practitioners’ opinions of providing these interventions 
in a virtual context.
This study was guided by the Intentional 
Relationship Model (IRM), which focuses on the 
therapeutic relationship that develops between 
the practitioner and the patient during treatment 
(Taylor, 2008). The quality of the patient-practitioner 
relationship is directly related to the effectiveness of 
occupational therapy treatment and the ability of the 
patient to improve their level of functioning. This 
relationship is facilitated by the practitioner’s use of 
appropriate communication styles and body language, 
a concept known as therapeutic use of self. Using 
telehealth requires therapists to establish relationships 
with their patients in a virtual context. We explored 
the ability for occupational therapy practitioners to 
communicate and treat their patients through the use 
of telehealth.
This study is significant to occupational 
therapy because it addresses a new service delivery 
method that has been introduced to the occupational 
therapy field. The number of practitioners adopting 
telehealth into their practice is increasing and is 
likely to continue increasing in the future. This study 
provided insight into the use of telehealth, including 
the areas of practice and populations that telehealth is 
commonly used in, supports and barriers experienced 
by occupational therapy practitioners using telehealth, 
and any perceived changes in the quality of treatment 
between telehealth and face-to-face treatment. This 
information can be used to understand occupational 
therapy practitioners’ use of telehealth moving forward 
to ensure that quality, patient-centered care continues 
to be delivered.
Review of the Literature
Introduction to Telehealth
Telehealth is the exchange of medical 
information from one site to another through electronic 
communication (Tuckson et al., 2017). Due to 
technological advancements, the use of telehealth is 
becoming increasingly common in the United States. 
The Department of Health and Human Services 
estimates that 60% of healthcare institutions currently 
utilize some form of telehealth to deliver medical care 
(Tuckson et al., 2017). As the use of telehealth becomes 
increasingly widespread, it is important to examine the 
application of and outcomes associated with telehealth.
Telehealth in Occupational Therapy
Over the past decade, the field of occupational 
therapy has been influenced by information and 
communication technologies that enable practitioners 
to widen their scope of practice. These technologies 
have been used to provide high quality treatment in 
the occupational therapy practice areas of adaptive 
equipment prescription, early intervention, home 
modification, health and wellness, neurological 
assessment, school-based services, and rehabilitation 
for multiple neurological and orthopedic conditions 
(Cason, 2014; Rortvedt & Jacobs, 2019). Most literature 
regarding the use of telehealth in occupational therapy 
is aimed towards the school setting. Teachers report 
that telehealth is beneficial in supporting homebound 
students, engaging with parents, and collaborating and 
consulting with other professionals. However, there 
are challenges teachers face as well, such as privacy 
concerns and difficulties during evaluation (Rortvedt 
& Jacobs, 2019). 
It is also important for occupational therapists 
using telehealth to be aware of federal and state 
regulations and policies surrounding telehealth 
practice. Services provided through telehealth are not 
universally reimbursable. The Center for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services does not list occupational therapists 
as reimbursable telehealth providers (Cason, 2014). 
Another regulatory problem that has been discussed 
is interstate practice, which becomes an issue when 
occupational therapists provide telehealth services to 
patients who reside in a state in which they are not 
licensed (Cason, 2014). Technically, occupational 
therapists are only allowed to provide treatment in 
states in which they are licensed. Federal and state 
regulatory bodies are working to establish clear 
guidelines for occupational therapists using telehealth.
Impact of COVID-19
The recent COVID-19 pandemic has impacted 
all areas of healthcare across the United States. In the 
field of occupational therapy, there has been a significant 
increase in the use of telehealth to deliver services to 
individuals of all ages with a variety of diagnoses and 
conditions. A survey that was recently administered to 
1,360 occupational therapy practitioners found that one 
third of practitioners have incorporated telehealth into 
their practice, and 11% are planning to adopt telehealth 
in the near future (American Occupational Therapy 
Association, 2020). The recent decision by Medicare 
to reimburse occupational therapy practitioners for 
telehealth services in outpatient and institutional settings 
during COVID-19 is most likely a contributing factor 
to the sudden increase in telehealth use. Telehealth 
has provided occupational therapy practitioners the 
opportunity to continue providing patient-centered 
treatment, while abiding by social distancing rules 
and preventing the spread of COVID-19. As telehealth 
reimbursement continues to expand, the number of 
occupational therapy practitioners using telehealth will 
continue to increase (American Occupational Therapy 
Association, 2020).
Summary of Literature
Even with telehealth being an increasingly 
popular modality for evaluation and treatment, there 
is minimal literature detailing the application and 
outcomes of using this technology in the field of 
occupational therapy. It is important that we continue 
to monitor the adoption of telehealth in occupational 
therapy to ensure that high quality care is being 
provided. Therefore, the purpose this study was to 
explore occupational therapy practitioners’ attitudes 
towards and experiences with telehealth.
Research Questions
The research questions explored in the study were:
 1.  What are occupational therapy practitioners’ 
attitudes about utilizing telehealth in their 
practice?
 2.  How frequently is telehealth utilized by 
occupational therapy practitioners?
 3.  How does the amount of experience and 
geographical location influence practitioners’ 
perceptions about telehealth?
 4.  What are the specific supports and barriers to 
using telehealth in practice?
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 5.  How does telehealth influence occupational 
therapy practitioners’ attitudes about the 
perceived quality of occupational therapy 
services?
 6.  What technological modalities are used in 
different populations and practice areas?
Method
Research Design
This was a quantitative study that collected 
data with a 25-question electronic survey. We chose 
a quantitative approach because we hoped to identify 
common supports and barriers to using telehealth 
within a large sample of occupational therapy 
practitioners. We believed that an electronic survey 
would allow data to be collected from a large sample 
of occupational therapy practitioners with varying 
amounts of experience, certifications, geographical 
locations, and practice areas.
Participants
Eligible participants had to be a registered 
occupational therapist or certified occupational therapy 
assistant, currently use telehealth to deliver treatment, 
work in the U.S., be over 18 years old, and be able 
to read and comprehend English. Participants were 
recruited through Facebook groups about occupational 
therapy practice or telehealth. The link to the survey 
was posted in each group, along with details of the 
study. Groups that allowed the survey to be shared 
were:
 •  Geriatric Occupational Therapists - Clinical 
Discussions - The Occupational Therapy 
Alliance
 •  Occupational Therapy in Postpartum Care
 •  Telehealth for Occupational Therapy
 •  Telehealth OT
 •  School-Based Occupational and Physical 
Therapists Interdisciplinary Peds/School
 •  Therapy and Sped Discussion Group 
Pediatric OT Telehealth and Clinic 
Activities
 •  Pediatric Physical-Occupational-Speech 
Therapy Telehealth
 •  Massachusetts School-Based OT-PT 
Practitioners-Distance Learning-COVID-19
Data Collection
We filed an exempt application with the 
Worcester State University Institutional Review Board. 
Pending approval, we posted a Google Forms link on 
10 Facebook groups to provide participants with access 
to the study’s cover letter and survey. Participants were 
able to access the link starting in August 2020. The link 
was accessible for three weeks and was reposted by us as 
needed. Once a participant completed the survey, there 
was a “submit” button at the bottom of the survey for 
them to click. Once a participant submitted the survey, 
we both received a notification through our password-
protected email accounts. Data from survey responses 
were automatically populated and stored in a password-
protected Google Sheets file. Internet protocol (IP) 
addresses were disabled to prevent data from being 
traced back to the participant’s laptop or device. All 
collected data were stored on a password-protected hard 
drive and will remain there for three years.
Instruments
The electronic survey (see appendix) that was 
used to collect data in this study was titled Attitudes 
and Experiences of Occupational Therapy Practitioners 
Using Telehealth and was created by us. The survey was 
created specifically for this study, and therefore was not 
published and does not require permission to use. The 
survey consisted of 25 questions and asked participants 
about demographics, practice areas and ages with 
which telehealth is used, types of services provided, 
telehealth training opportunities, perceived supports 
and barriers, and overall quality of telehealth treatment. 
Participants were asked about various demographic 
information, including amount of experience, type of 
certification, geographical location, and practice area. 
The survey took participants approximately 20 minutes 
to complete. This survey appeared to have high face 
validity, as it seemed to assess OT practitioners’ 
attitudes towards and experiences with telehealth.
Data Analysis
We collected data using a 25-question 
electronic survey consisting of single-response 
questions, multiple-response questions, and three 
short-answer questions. All nominal data were coded 
numerically by assigning a number to each possible 
response. For multiple-response survey questions, we 
assigned a number to each combination of responses. 
Ordinal survey questions were assigned numbers 
based on their ranked position: “strongly disagree” 
was coded as a 1, and “strongly agree” was coded as 
a 5. When coding the responses collected from the 
short-answer questions, we identified specific words 
or phrases that represented the participant’s response. 
Each combination of words and phrases extracted 
from the responses was assigned a number and coded 
accordingly. Ratio survey questions did not require any 
additional coding. 
We utilized IBM SPSS Statistics 27 to analyze 
the data collected from the survey. Frequencies 
were used to answer research questions one, four, 
and five, which allowed us to identify the most 
common responses and understand participants’ 
perceived supports and barriers in using telehealth in 
occupational therapy practice. Research questions two 
and six were evaluated using a cross tabulation, which 
created frequency distributions for multiple variables 
and provided insight into the frequency of telehealth 
use, and most common technological modalities used 
in different practice settings. A Spearman correlation 
coefficient was used to evaluate research question 
three. Examining the relationship between practitioner 
views of telehealth as a viable alternative to face-to-
face services and practitioner experience and location 
allowed us to explore additional variables that influence 
practitioner attitudes towards telehealth.
Results
The sample (n=144) consisted of 126 registered 
occupational therapists (OTRs) and 18 occupational 
therapy assistants (OTAs). Forty-six (31.3%) 
participants practiced in urban areas, seventy-nine 
(53.7%) participants practiced in suburban areas, and 
nineteen (12.9%) participants practiced in rural areas. 
One hundred and thirty-one (90.97%) participants 
used telehealth exclusively in pediatric settings. Only 
12 (8.3%) participants used telehealth in adult settings, 
and only one participant (.69%) used telehealth in a 
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geriatric setting. Forty-six (32.8%) participants used 
telehealth exclusively in the school setting. A total of 
53 (36.1%) participants reported that they have been 
practicing occupational therapy for one to five years, 
47 (32.6%) participants have been practicing for six to 
twenty years, and 44 (29.9%) participants have been 
practicing for over 20 years.
Practitioners’ Attitudes About Utilizing Telehealth
Participants’ attitudes towards the utilization of 
telehealth varied significantly. A total of 31 (21.1%) 
participants reported that the use of telehealth 
improved the amount of parent involvement in therapy 
sessions, while 10 (6.8%) viewed parents as a barrier 
to delivering telehealth services. Additionally, 11 
(7.5%) participants reported the ease of establishing 
a patient-practitioner relationship was dependent on 
the patient’s willingness to participate and the level of 
communicative ability. A total of 76 (51.7%) participants 
reported that interprofessional collaboration is more 
difficult through telehealth than in-person. In terms 
of caregiver involvement, 110 (74.8%) participants 
believed that telehealth allowed more participation than 
face-to-face services. Perceptions of confidentiality 
during telehealth sessions differed, with 80 (54.4%) of 
participants disagreeing that telehealth compromises 
patient confidentiality, and 27 (18.3%) agreeing. 
Overall, 85 (57.8%) participants perceived telehealth 
as a viable alternative to face-to-face services, but 32 
(21.8%) participants reported feeling neutral, and 27 
(18.4%) disagreed. 
Frequency of Telehealth Use
Forty-two registered occupational therapists 
(OTRs) (34.1%) and four certified occupational 
therapy assistants (OTAs) (23.5%) reported using 
telehealth in the school setting, which was the most 
common practice setting for both groups. The amount 
of time spent using telehealth per week varied for both 
OTRs and OTAs. OTR responses ranged from one 
to forty hours per week, and OTA responses ranged 
from one to twenty-five hours per week. The most 
common response to the frequency of telehealth use 
by OTRs was 20 hours per week, which was reported 
by 24 participants (19.5%). Out of the sample of OTRs 
who used 20 hours of telehealth per week, 13 (54.2%) 
participants worked exclusively in the school setting. 
Additionally, five participants (4.06%) reported using 
telehealth 40 hours per week. In terms of OTAs, 
three (17.6%) participants reported using 10 hours 
of telehealth per week, and another three (17.6%) 
participants reported using 20 hours of telehealth per 
week. Two (11.76%) OTAs reported using 20 hours of 
telehealth per week exclusively in the school setting.
Impact of Experience and Location on 
Practitioners’ Attitudes
No significant correlation was found between 
practitioner attitudes about telehealth and years of 
practitioner experience or geographical location. No 
correlation was found between the years of experience 
and attitudes about telehealth. Therefore, years of 
experience in the profession were not related to 
attitudes towards telehealth. Similarly, no correlation 
was found between geographical location and attitudes 
about telehealth. Thus, geographical location was not 
related to attitudes towards telehealth.
Supports and Barriers to Using Telehealth
One hundred and eight (73.5%) participants 
did not receive training from their employers prior to 
implementing telehealth services for their patients. Out 
of the 36 (24.5%) participants who did receive employer 
training, the majority received one to three hours. The 
perceived efficacy of employer training varied, as 31 
(73.8%) participants who received training believed 
that it was helpful, while the remaining participants 
did not. Thirty-two (72.3%) participants who received 
training used online modules. One particular benefit of 
telehealth training reported by 13 (30.9%) participants 
was learning how to utilize a variety of online platforms 
to deliver services. However, five (11.9%) participants 
felt the need to seek out their own training opportunities 
in addition to employer training.
Participants identified specific supports and 
barriers that enabled or restricted the implementation 
of telehealth in their practice. Out of the total sample, 
16 (11.3%) participants stated that support from 
administration, use of technological devices provided 
by employers, flexible work hours, adequate patient 
access to technology, and practitioner familiarity and 
comfortability using technology were the biggest 
perceived supports to using telehealth. 
In terms of perceived barriers to implementing 
telehealth, 12 (9.5%) participants stated that 
technological devices were not provided by employers, 
and patients were unable to access technology to 
receive services. Additionally, 11 (8.7%) participants 
reported patients being unable to access technology 
to receive services and limited practitioner experience 
and comfortability with technology as the main barriers 
to telehealth use.
Participant opinions regarding the convenience 
and cost-effectiveness of telehealth were divided. 
When asked if telehealth was more convenient than 
face-to-face services, 51 (35.6%) participants agreed, 
40 (27.2%) felt neutral, and 52 (36.4%) disagreed. 
When asked if telehealth was more cost-effective than 
face-to-face services, 59 (40.9%) participants agreed, 
42 (28.6%) felt neutral, and 43 (29.8%) disagreed.
Perceived Quality of Telehealth Services
To evaluate the perceived quality of telehealth 
services, participants were asked to reflect on several 
aspects of treatment delivery. Participant responses 
are represented in Table 1 below. When asked about 
overall quality, 79 (54.9%) participants disagreed that 
telehealth offered better quality services. One hundred 
and twenty-one participants (84.6%) reported improved 
client motivation, 109 (75.7%) participants reported 
a stronger therapeutic relationship, and 78 (54.2%) 
participants reported easier exchange of information 
between patient and practitioner when utilizing face-
to-face services as opposed to telehealth services.
Table 1




Elements of Perceived Quality of Occupational Therapy Telehealth Service 
 
 
Elements  In-person better  Neutral  Telehealth better      Total 
 
        n          %              n         %       n           %    n              % 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Motivation        121      84.6           13       .09             9          .06              143          99.3 
 
Relationship          109      75.7           30       20.8           5          .03              144          100 
 
Exchange               78       54.2           44       30.6           6           .04              128          88.9 
 
Overall quality       79      54.9            19       0.13           5           .03              103         71.5 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Technological Modalities Used in Populations and 
Practice Areas
The participants in this study reported a variety 
of technological modalities used to deliver telehealth 
services. As seen in Table 2, live video and email 
were the most common technological modalities used 
to conduct telehealth sessions. Forty-one (31.3%) 
participants used live video and email, and 37 (28.2%) 
exclusively used live video to deliver telehealth 
services to the pediatric population. Out of the 12 (8%) 
participants who used telehealth with the pediatric and 
adult populations, four (33.3%) participants used live 
video to deliver services. These findings were similar 
to participants who delivered services to both adult and 
geriatric populations, with one (100%) participant in 
this category reporting the exclusive use of live video.
Participants reported using telehealth to 
evaluate, deliver interventions, and monitor progress. 
Out of the 48 (33%) participants who used telehealth 
exclusively to deliver interventions, 18 (37.5%) 
participants used a combination of live video and email 
to conduct sessions. Out of the 42 (29.4%) participants 
who used telehealth to deliver interventions and 
monitor progress, 10 (23.8%) used live video and email 
to conduct sessions. Out of the 33 (23%) participants 
who used telehealth to evaluate, deliver interventions, 
and monitor progress, 11 (33.3%) used live video and 
email to conduct sessions.
Table 2
Technological Modalities, Practice Areas,  
and Populations
Table 2 
Technological Modalities, Practice Areas, and Populations
 
Practice Area   LV              LV/E         LV/R         LV/E/P     LV/R/E      L/RM/E            Total 
 
             
                           n      %      n       %       n      %       n      %       n      %       n       %         n       %  
 
 
Evaluation        1      0.7      0       0     0       0       0      0        0       0        0      0           1     0.7 
 
Intervention     16     11      18     12.6     4     2.7      5     3.5      2      1.5     0      0           45    31.4 
   
Evaluation/      10      7        7     4.8       0       0       0      0        0       0       0      0           17     11.9 
Intervention          
 
Intervention/     9      6.3     10      7        2      1.4     0       0       6      4.1     2     1.4          29    20.3 
Monitoring          
 
Evaluation/ 
Intervention/     6      4.1      11    7.7      5     3.5     1      0.7      5      3.5     2     1.4           30      21 
Monitoring 
 
Note: The abbreviations at the top of the table correspond with the following words and phrases: 
“LV” stands for live video, “E” stands for email, “R” stands for recorded video, “P” stands for 
patient portal, and “RM” stands for remote monitoring.  
 
Summary of Results
In summary, this study’s sample mainly 
consisted of registered occupational therapists (OTRs) 
working in the pediatric setting. The most commonly 
used technological modalities were live video and 
email across all client populations (pediatric, adult, and 
geriatric). While the majority of participants perceived 
telehealth as a viable alternative to face-to-face 
services, more than half of the participants disagreed 
that telehealth offered better quality services than 
those that are provided face-to-face. A large portion of 
the sample reported that services provided face-to-face 
led to better client motivation, a stronger therapeutic 
relationship, and an easier exchange of information 
between patient and practitioner when compared to 
telehealth services.
Discussion
The results of this study revealed that 
occupational therapy practitioners have mixed 
attitudes towards and experiences using telehealth. 
While face-to-face was the preferred method of 
treatment delivery, telehealth was considered to be a 
viable alternative by the majority of practitioners. The 
most frequently reported benefit to using telehealth 
was increased parent and caregiver involvement in 
therapy, which offers patients additional support in an 
environment where the practitioner is not physically 
present. Additional support is especially beneficial 
when using telehealth with pediatric patients, which 
is the population that the majority of practitioners 
worked with in the present study. While the frequency 
of telehealth use for registered occupational therapists 
and occupational therapy assistants varied, it is clear 
that telehealth is a relatively common modality used 
to deliver occupational therapy services. Contrary 
to current research, perceptions of telehealth did not 
seem to be influenced by practitioner experience 
or geographical location. Practitioners in sparsely-
populated areas, who may travel to deliver in-person 
treatment, did not view telehealth as a more viable 
alternative than those providing services in densely-
populated areas. This did not reflect statements in other 
articles that mentioned the benefits of using telehealth 
to treat patients who were based in rural areas (Cooper, 
2015; Egerton et al., 2017). Practitioners’ perceived 
supports and barriers in utilizing telehealth paralleled 
those mentioned in current research (MacNeill et al., 
2014; Wade et al., 2019). The variety of supports that 
were mentioned suggests that it is relatively feasible 
for most practitioners to implement telehealth in their 
practice. However, lack of telehealth training is a 
significant barrier that limits practitioners’ knowledge 
of how to incorporate technology into their practice and 
may negatively impact the quality of virtual treatment. 
Radhakrishnan et al. (2012) and Odeh et al. (2014) also 
reported a lack of training opportunities related to the 
implementation of telehealth. 
Overall, the majority of practitioners felt that 
they were able to offer better quality services face-to-
face than through technology, which was attributed 
to increased client motivation, a stronger therapeutic 
relationship, and enhanced communication. However, 
when telehealth was utilized to deliver treatment, most 
practitioners implemented live video conferencing 
and email correspondence to deliver services to their 
patients, particularly for interventions. Live video is 
more interactive than other forms of telehealth service 
delivery such as recorded videos, which may provide 
an opportunity for more client-centered care. Live 
video conferencing was performed in conjunction with 
email exchanges, which allowed practitioners in the 
present study to remain in contact with their patients as 
they progressed through therapy. 
The current COVID-19 pandemic may have 
influenced the findings of this study. Data were not 
collected regarding how long practitioners had been 
using telehealth in their practice, but it is possible that 
some practitioners recently adopted telehealth as a 
way to reduce in-person interaction. The sudden onset 
of the pandemic may not have afforded practitioners 
the opportunity to receive adequate training and gain 
confidence using telehealth over an extended period of 
time, especially if they had not used technology to deliver 
treatment prior to the pandemic. This could explain the 
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lack of telehealth-related training that practitioners 
received and may contribute to the negative attitudes 
regarding the use of telehealth in practice. 
Additionally, practitioners’ attitudes towards 
technology in general may have impacted their 
acceptability of telehealth and perceptions about 
its efficacy. Data were not collected regarding the 
age of practitioners, but there may be generational 
differences in views of technology that influenced 
the responses. Since telehealth is a relatively new 
modality of healthcare delivery, it is important to 
consider practitioner biases regarding the application 
of technology into this area of practice.
The findings of this study can help guide 
occupational therapy practitioners’ application of 
telehealth in their own practice. By understanding 
how telehealth is currently used and learning about 
its capabilities, practitioners are able to identify 
and evaluate situations where telehealth may be 
warranted. Prior to utilizing telehealth with patients, 
practitioners must consider patient factors, such as 
the ability to access technology, severity of a patient’s 
impairment, and available parental or caregiver 
support. Practitioners should also reflect on their 
own capabilities surrounding technology, the amount 
of support received from their employer, and the 
ability to virtually establish a therapeutic relationship. 
Consideration of these factors will allow practitioners 
to anticipate any challenges and develop solutions to 
ensure effective services are offered.
Limitations
While the present study had many strong 
qualities, there were a few limitations that must be 
noted. The survey tool being used to collect data for 
the present study was only distributed on one social 
media platform (Facebook). To participate in this study, 
an occupational therapy practitioner needed to have 
a Facebook account and be a member of one of the 
private groups where we shared the link. Occupational 
therapy practitioners who did not own technological 
devices or use Facebook were unable to access this 
survey.
Additionally, five of the ten Facebook groups to 
whom we distributed the survey link were specifically 
designed to host discussions about telehealth. 
Occupational therapy practitioners who voluntarily 
became members of these groups may have had a 
more positive view of telehealth and joined the groups 
to learn more or share their knowledge. Occupational 
therapy practitioners who possessed negative opinions 
about telehealth may have been less likely to join 
telehealth Facebook groups, and therefore may have 
been underrepresented in this sample.
Another limitation of this study was that the 
survey questions that evaluated perceived supports 
and barriers to using telehealth allowed practitioners to 
select multiple responses. Enabling the “select all that 
apply” feature prevented us from determining the most 
frequent singular response. We were not able to divide 
the combinations of responses that were reported by 
practitioners of the study. This limited our ability to 
analyze the most frequent, singular response to the 
questions. This survey also consisted of 25 questions 
and may have required an extended period of time to 
complete, which may have discouraged occupational 
therapy practitioners from participating in the study. 
Finally, our sample mainly consisted of occupational 
therapy practitioners who worked in the pediatric 
setting, which was not representative of the full scope 
of the occupational therapy profession.
Implications for Future Research
There is a need for future research that focuses 
on patients’ attitudes towards engaging in telehealth 
to further understand their perceptions and optimize 
overall satisfaction. Since most practitioners in the 
present study mainly utilized telehealth with the 
pediatric population, future studies should examine the 
use of telehealth with adult and geriatric populations 
to determine the efficacy of this technology with other 
age groups. Exploring the application of telehealth 
with specific diagnoses will also help to further define 
the scope of telehealth. Lastly, research focused on 
how the efficacy of specific technology platforms 
could guide practitioners’ decision-making regarding 
how telehealth services will be delivered.
Conclusion
While current evidence supports the use 
of telehealth in the field of occupational therapy, 
practitioner- and patient-related factors that impact 
the efficacy of treatment must be considered. In some 
cases, conducting initial evaluations face-to-face may 
improve the development of therapeutic relationships 
with patients in the virtual format. Moving forward, 
telehealth training programs and technological 
equipment loan programs are possible solutions 
that may improve the quality of services delivered 
through telehealth. The transition to telehealth across 
the healthcare fields is becoming more widespread, 
and continually improving the use of telehealth in 
occupational therapy will allow practitioners to deliver 
much needed services to more patients.
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Appendix
Attitudes and Experiences of Occupational  
Therapy Practitioners Using Telehealth
1.  How many years have you practiced occupational 
therapy? Select one option.
	 l 1-5 years 
	 l 6-10 years 
	 l 11-15 years 
	 l 16-20 years 
	 l 20+ years
2. Which type of certification do you currently hold?
	 l OTR l OTA
3.  Which type of location do you currently practice 
occupational therapy in?
	 l Rural (less populated)   
	 l Suburban (moderately populated) 
	 l Urban (very populated)
4.  How frequently do you currently use telehealth in 
your own practice?
 _________ hours per week
5.  Which areas of practice do you utilize telehealth 
in? Select all that apply. 
	 l Community 
	 l Home Health
	 l School
	 l Long Term Care / Skilled Nursing Facility
	 l Inpatient / Acute Care
	 l Mental Health
	 l Early Intervention
	 l Other (please specify): ________________
6.  Which populations do you utilize telehealth with? 
Select all that apply. 
	 l Pediatric (0-18)
	 l Adult (19-64)
	 l Geriatric (65+)
7.  Which types of services do you provide through 
telehealth? Select all that apply. 
	 l Evaluation
	 l Intervention 
	 l Monitoring
8.  Which technological modalities do you use to  
provide telehealth services? Select all that apply. 
	 l Live video conferencing
	 l Recorded video (store-and-forward)
	 l Remote patient monitoring
	 l Email
	 l Online patient portals
	 l Other (please specify): __________________
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9.  Did you receive formal training provided by your 
employer about the use of telehealth in your prac-
tice? If you are in private practice, select N/A. 
	 l Yes	l No	l N/A
10.  How much training did you receive related to 
using telehealth in your practice? If you answered 
no on question 9, please write “zero”. 
 ___________ hours of training
11.  Which methods of training did your employer uti-
lize to provide education about telehealth? Select 
all that apply. If you answered no on question 9, 
please select “N/A”. 
	 l Online Modules
	 l In-Service Training
	 l Slideshow Presentation
	 l N/A
	 l Other (please specify): _______________
12.  Did you feel that the training provided by your 
employer helped you incorporate telehealth into 
your practice? Describe why or why not. If you 





13.  What are supports to using telehealth in your 
practice? Select all that apply.
	 l Support from administration
	 l Technology devices are provided by employer
	 l Flexible work hours
	 l  Patients are able to access technology to  
receive services
	 l  Familiarity and comfortability using  
technology
	 l Other (please specify): __________________
14.  What are barriers to using telehealth in your per-
sonal practice? Select all that apply.
	 l No support from administration
	 l  Technology devices are not provided  
by employer
	 l Inflexible work hours
	 l  Patients are unable to access technology to 
receive services
	 l  Limited experience and comfortability using 
technology
	 l Other (please specify): __________________
For questions 15-17, please select the statement that 
reflects your perceptions regarding the following 
aspects of therapy.
15. Patient motivation to participate in therapy
	 l  face-to-face much better than online
	 l  face-to-face somewhat better than online
	 l  face-to-face and online are equal
	 l  online somewhat better than face-to-face
	 l  online much better than face-to-face
16.  Strength of the therapeutic relationship between 
patient and practitioner
	 l  face-to-face much better than online
	 l  face-to-face somewhat better than online
	 l  face-to-face and online are equal
	 l  online somewhat better than face-to-face
	 l  online much better than face-to-face
17.  Exchange of information, ideas, and opinions 
between patient and practitioner
	 l  face-to-face much better than online
	 l  face-to-face somewhat better than online
	 l  face-to-face and online are equal
	 l  online somewhat better than face-to-face
	 l  online much better than face-to-face
18.  In your opinion, how does telehealth impact  






For questions 19-25, please select the level of agree-
ment that reflects your attitude about each statement.
Question 19: Telehealth is more convenient for me 
than face-to-face services.
____ Strongly Disagree ____ Disagree ____ Neutral
____ Agree ____ Strongly Agree
Question 20: Telehealth is a cost-effective alternative 
to face-to-face services.
____ Strongly Disagree ____ Disagree ____ Neutral
____ Agree ____ Strongly Agree
Question 21: I believe that telehealth improves the 
quality of therapy that I provide.
____ Strongly Disagree ____ Disagree ____ Neutral
____ Agree ____ Strongly Agree
Question 22: I believe that telehealth facilitates inter-
professional collaboration more than face-to-face.
____ Strongly Disagree ____ Disagree ____ Neutral
____ Agree ____ Strongly Agree
Question 23: I believe that telehealth allows family 
members and caregivers to be more involved in thera-
py than face-to-face services.
____ Strongly Disagree ____ Disagree ____ Neutral
____ Agree ____ Strongly Agree
Question 24: I believe that telehealth compromises 
patient confidentiality and privacy.
____ Strongly Disagree ____ Disagree ____ Neutral
____ Agree ____ Strongly Agree
Question 25: Telehealth is a viable alternative to 
face-to-face occupational therapy services.
____ Strongly Disagree ____ Disagree ____ Neutral
____ Agree ____ Strongly Agree
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Testing the Im-









Employee engagement is a common area of focus for managers, executives, and organi-zational behavior researchers alike, and for 
good reason. It theoretically dictates how productive 
and efficient an organization can be, and therefore, 
how viable and ultimately successful the business, 
and, in return, its employees and stakeholders can be. 
There are different perspectives on how to define and 
measure engagement, but I consider engagement to be 
largely related to intrinsic motivation. If I feel engaged 
at work, I want to expend effort to complete tasks be-
cause I personally find doing so to be important and 
rewarding. If I do not feel engaged at work, the only 
thing driving me to complete anything is the fear of 
being punished or the desire to get my paycheck. If I 
am not engaged, I am mostly motivated by extrinsic 
factors, if I’m motivated at all.
In a blockbuster book, Daniel Pink (2011) pro-
poses that the three keys to intrinsic motivation are 
autonomy, mastery, and purpose. In the context of 
Pink’s work, autonomy refers to the extent to which 
employees are able to direct their own work processes. 
Mastery speaks to the degree to which employees can 
acquire and build new skills, and purpose is employ-
ees’ sense of connection to an organizational goal or 
mission that is greater than themselves. The roots of 
these concepts can be found in the 1980s work of Ed-
ward Deci and Richard Ryan.
One of the most prevailing and influential psy-
chological theories related to intrinsic motivation is 
Deci’s and Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination Theo-
ry (SDT). Prior to their work, the dominant theories 
of motivation revolved around external influences 
on behavior, such as positive reinforcement. Broadly 
speaking, Deci and Ryan proposed that what motivated 
people in the absence of consistent rewards or punish-
ment, or why people struggled with motivation in the 
presence of rewards or punishment. This was missing 
from the early behaviorist theories. SDT proposes a 
spectrum of motivation “orientations” (Deci & Ryan, 
1985, p. 54), ranging from completely autonomous to 
various degrees of controlled (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
To differentiate intrinsic from extrinsic motivation, 
Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET), a subset of SDT, 
focuses on an individual’s basic human needs as key 
motivational levers, rather than solely focusing on the 
presence or absence of punishments or rewards (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000). Specifically, Deci and Ryan focus on 
the needs for competency, autonomy, and relatedness. 
According to CET, competency, autonomy, and relat-
edness needs must be met in order for intrinsic moti-
vation to be “catalyzed” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 58).
While there is no universal definition of em-
ployee engagement, intrinsic motivation is at the core 
of many versions. Some proposed definitions for em-
ployee engagement include a form of workplace com-
mitment, the extent to which employees value their 
jobs; connection to an organization; an elusive force of 
motivation; and positive attitudes towards work (Lit-
tle & Little, 2006). Intrinsic motivation is inherent in 
many of these definitions, which reflect a connection 
between motivation and engagement that has been sup-
ported by research (Inceoglu & Fleck, 2010). It seems 
that in an employee’s work experience, engagement 
and motivation may be quite intertwined.
The aim of this paper is to clarify the relation 
between motivation and engagement by exploring pos-
sible precursors to and moderating factors of engage-
ment in the workplace. It seems logical to propose that 
intrinsic motivation is positively correlated with overall 
engagement; even further, perceived levels of autono-
my, mastery, and purpose (to use Pink’s, 2011, terms) 
should predict engagement such as when employees’ 
self-reported levels of autonomy, mastery, and purpose 
are high, their perceived levels of overall engagement 
should also be high. Thus, my first hypothesis is that 
autonomy, mastery, and purpose predict perceived lev-
els of overall engagement when controlling for age and 
tenure. 
Any organization that employs recent gradu-
ates may notice layers of the motivation-engagement 
relationship beyond the orientation of employee moti-
vation; to firms that employ individuals of diverse age 
ranges, engagement may seem like a function of age 
or experience. In other words, it may be that young 
workers tend to enter the workforce with boundless 
energy and optimism that drives their performance, 
or perhaps young workers do not yet fully understand 
why performing well is important, or what it means to 
them. Similar interactions may be observed between 
experience and engagement as employees age or gain 
more experience; workers may burn out or experience 
the passing of their professional “honeymoon phase” 
as the shiny gleam of their budding careers wears off 
and reality sets in. 
My second hypothesis is that due to the nature 
of work experiences evolving over time as employees 
age and gain experience within an organization and the 
workforce, age and tenure will moderate the effect of 
intrinsic motivation on engagement. In other words, I 
anticipate that the effect of intrinsic motivation on en-
gagement will vary depending on an employee’s age 
or level of experience. Perhaps for younger, greener 
employees, these three idealistic aspects of intrinsic 
motivation are more integral for their engagement than 
for their more experienced colleagues. Or, perhaps, 
younger workers have not even fully experienced in-
trinsic motivation at work, and so, it is less of a func-
tion of their engagement than for more seasoned work-
ers who have come to truly value things like autonomy, 
mastery, and purpose in their work.
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Method
Data
This secondary analysis explored the rela-
tions between intrinsic motivation, as defined by Pink 
(2000), and engagement, age, and tenure, using data 
collected in November 2019 from 166 employees of 
a non-profit organization in Boston, Massachusetts. 
The data were collected anonymously through an on-
line survey that addressed topics such as office culture, 
diversity, equity and inclusion practices, experiences, 
compensation, manager satisfaction, and employee en-
gagement. 
The four Likert-scale survey items listed below 
targeted the concept of employee engagement and were 
written based on the theoretical background outlined 
above. The first three directly relate to Pink’s (2000) 
three keys to intrinsic motivation, and the fourth focus-
es on perceived levels of overall engagement. These 
survey items were:
	 •	 	I have the autonomy I need to do my job 
well.
	 •	 	I am able to develop and improve my skills 
in my role.
	 •	 	I feel a sense of purpose in my role and con-
nected to the mission.
	 •	 	I am engaged at work most of the time.
The survey also collected age and tenure data 
for each respondent. Both items below were presented 
as grouped multiple-choice questions to preserve ano-
nymity; the age groupings were 24 or under, 25-39, 40-
54, and 55+. The tenure groups were less than 2 years, 
2-5 years, 5-9 years, and 9+ years. These two survey 
questions were:
	 •	 	What is your age group?
	 •	 	How long have you worked for the organiza-
tion? 
It is worth noting that while the above ques-
tions were modeled after the work of Pink (2000), the 
survey questions were not written by trained research-
ers. These questions were not tested and are at risk of 
validity threats. The following analysis and discussion 
are presented with the caveat that construct validity 
has not been fully examined.
Analysis
Hierarchical Regression
To test my first hypothesis about how well au-
tonomy, mastery, and purpose predict perceived over-
all engagement, I ran a hierarchical regression with the 
age and tenure variables added in the first block and 
autonomy, mastery, and purpose in a second block. 
This allowed me to look at how much variance in en-
gagement was uniquely explained by autonomy, mas-
tery, and purpose in the sample.
Simultaneous Regression
Next, to compare the relative predictive pow-
er of autonomy, mastery, and purpose on engagement, 
I regressed engagement on all five independent vari-
ables (including age and tenure as controls) in a simul-
taneous regression. This analysis provided coefficients 
for each independent variable that show which one had 
the biggest direct effect on engagement.
Partial Correlations
I had some suspicion that there could be over-
lap between autonomy, mastery, and purpose, partially 
due to the less than rigorous survey design, but also 
due to the fact that they could all be perceived as pos-
itive aspects of a work environment and evaluated as 
similar constructs. To dive into this suspicion and tease 
apart the correlations between the independent and de-
pendent variables, I looked at partial correlations. 
Interaction Tests
Lastly and moving on to my second hypothesis 
about whether age or tenure affect the relation between 
intrinsic motivation and engagement, I tested for in-
teractions between motivation and age and motivation 
and tenure. To do so, I created a new variable called 
“motivation” that is the mean of engagement, autono-
my, and purpose, and I also created dummy variables 
for each group in age and tenure. These tests allowed 
me to see if age or tenure added statistically significant 
amounts of explained variance to the model.
I also graphed grouped scatterplots to examine 
the regression lines for each age and tenure group. Due 
to the repetitive nature of the datapoints in this data set, 
I employed jittering on the scatterplots to paint a more 
accurate picture of where the data tended to cluster and 
to see more clearly the fit of each line against the data.
Results
Hierarchical Regression 
Table 1 demonstrates that collectively, age, 
tenure, autonomy, mastery, and purpose predicted just 
under 60% of the variance in overall engagement (ad-
justed R2=.580, p<.05) in the sample. Autonomy, mas-
tery, and purpose explained an additional 55.4% of the 
variance when added to the model following age and 
tenure, which was a statistically significant increase 
(∆R2=.554, p<.05).
Table 1
Results of Hierarchical Regression with Age  
and Tenure Dummy Variables in the First Block 
and Autonomy, Mastery, and Purpose  
in the Second Block
Table 1 
Results of Hierarchical Regression with Age and Tenure Dummy Variables in the First 
Block and Auto omy, Mast ry and Purpose in the Second Block 
 
 
Simultaneous Regression and Partial Correlations
A simultaneous regression showed that of the 
three keys to intrinsic motivation, purpose had the 
strongest direct effect on engagement (ß=.590, p<.05), 
while mastery had a minimal, marginally significant 
effect (ß=.166, p=.057). Autonomy had a minimal, 
non-significant effect on engagement (ß=.097, p=.159). 
This means that in the sample, purpose was the stron-
gest of the three predictors of engagement.
Especially since the relation between purpose 
and engagement appeared to be so strong, I looked at 
partial and semi-partial correlations to examine these 
regression results a bit more closely. The semi-par-
tial correlation between engagement and purpose, 
controlling the latter for autonomy and mastery, was 
r=.418. Controlling both variables for autonomy and 
mastery, the partial correlation was r=.553. These re-
sults show that even with the effects of autonomy and 
mastery scrubbed from the model, purpose was strong-
ly correlated with engagement.
Interaction Tests
Based on the interaction tests shown in Tables 
2 and 3 below, age does not affect the way that intrinsic 
motivation predicts engagement, but tenure does. Ac-
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cording to Table 3, the interaction between tenure and 
motivation explains a significant additional amount of 
variance in engagement (∆R2=.025, p<.05). 
Table 2
Results of an Interaction Test  
Between Age and Motivation
Table 2 






Results of an interaction Between  
Tenure and Motivation
Table 3 





While the above tests showed me that tenure 
moderates the relationship between motivation and 
engagement, and age has no such significant effect, I 
wanted to be able to visualize each scenario. Figures 
1 and 2 show two grouped scatterplots, with regres-
sion lines for each tenure and age group. It’s clear that 
the regression lines by age group are all very similar, 
whereas, when grouped by tenure, the lines differ a bit 
more noticeably. In fact, the two lines that are the most 
different are the two tenure groups that are on opposite 
ends of the spectrum – employees with the least expe-
rience are the most different from those who have the 
most experience. This highlights the moderating role 
of tenure in the relationship between intrinsic motiva-
tion and engagement.
Figure 1
Scatterplot Showing the Regression of  
Engagement on Motivation Grouped by Age
Figure 1 




Scatterplot Showing the Regression of  
Engagement on Motivation Grouped by Tenure
Figure 2 




Ultimately, this analysis supported my first hy-
pothesis that a strong relation exists between autono-
my, mastery, purpose, and engagement, and, therefore, 
these key conditions for intrinsic motivation contribute 
to feelings of engagement in the workplace in this sam-
ple. Specifically, these data show, that in this sample, 
connection to the organization’s mission is a strong 
predictor of overall engagement, meaning that gener-
ally the more connected to the mission the employees 
feel, the more engaged overall they feel. This suggests 
that these employees tend to be very mission-driven 
and are engaged when their work and can be easily tied 
back to the broader organizational mission.
It is also worth noting that the ability to refine 
and build skills plays a role in employee engagement; 
for this sample, albeit not a statistically significant one. 
This indicates that professional growth may be a pri-
ority for employees in this organization, and the more 
they feel they are able to grow and learn, the more they 
feel engaged in their work as a whole.
In addition, my second hypothesis was partial-
ly supported. It seems that, in this sample, the relation 
between intrinsic motivation and engagement changes 
the longer people stay with the organization. In other 
words, autonomy, mastery, and purpose become weak-
er predictors of an employee’s overall engagement the 
longer the employee has with the organization. While 
the intent of this study was not to impose an expla-
nation of the relationship between intrinsic motivation 
and engagement, and these data do not allow me to say 
that intrinsic motivation “becomes less important” to 
employees as they collect years of service, these re-
sults demonstrate that something does happen to the 
strength of the relationship between intrinsic motiva-
tion and engagement as tenure increases.
Limitations
The survey questions used in this analysis were 
not designed by data scientists, as it was not anticipat-
ed that these survey results would undergo this level 
of scrutiny and analysis. It is evident that as readers, 
we must be very clear on what responses to survey 
questions tell us, and what they don’t tell us, in order 
to correctly interpret any sort of relationship involv-
ing the response data. And in order to be very clear 
on what survey responses tell us, the survey questions 
themselves need to also be very specific, clear, and in-
tentional to glean accurate measurements of what they 
intend to measure.
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Past: Power and 




In times when history is made every day of the year and previously understood precedents are made irrelevant, a dedicated reading of Silencing the 
Past: Power and the Production of History (Trouillot) 
presents itself as an opportunity of ultimate reckoning 
for eras when social media could not bear witness to 
the plight of everyday people. Trouillot expertly brings 
to the table a criticism of the perception of historical 
events and who gets to discuss them. He relays the 
details of each event, such as the brainstorming sessions 
of a nationalistic Disney Park, in a way that helpfully 
accustoms the reader to the concept of silencing. 
“Silencing” as a historiographical concept involves 
the active erasure of histories not in alignment with 
the prevailing narratives of supremacy and conquest. 
He also sheds light on the often-referenced discoveries 
made by Columbus, the convoluted perceptions of the 
Alamo, doubts regarding the common understanding 
of the Holocaust, and the legacy of the Haitian 
Revolution. This work is groundbreaking through the 
author’s curated highlighting of where silences occur, 
when many historians have decided against deviating 
from the known narrative. Trouillot forces the reader 
to confront the destructive nature inherent in popular, 
sanitized narratives and the power they can hold over 
generations of people. First published in 1995, Silencing 
the Past- long appreciated by historians from all 
focuses- is a primer in contemplative historiographical 
analysis and is conscious of the necessity of its own 
existence.
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, himself a Haitian 
historian, places lesser-known details about the Haitian 
Revolution as the strongest examples of historic silences 
in this text; the author presents the ulterior meanings 
behind the name of Henry I’s glorious palace, Sans 
Souci- literally translated from the Haitian and French 
languages as ‘carefree’ (Trouillot 36), but also the 
name of a man killed by the king himself. Sans Souci 
was an essential influence during the Revolution, yet 
Trouillot acknowledges that it is only his death, which 
is widely remembered, and allows the reader to infer 
that Henry I could have considered the palace’s name 
an ultimate force of power over the strong will of one 
who defied him. He argues that the disconnect between 
Sans Souci and the lack of a written legacy following 
him proves a clear engagement of silencing through 
chosen, decisive exclusion (Trouillot 48) to produce a 
more straightforward history (Trouillot 49). Trouillot 
168 • The Graduate Review • 2021 Bridgewater State University The Graduate Review • 2021 • 169Bridgewater State University
also distinguishes between specific cultural techniques 
for remembering and understanding the past, and the 
Western historiographical conventions that can destroy 
it (55).
In order to help his readers better understand the 
surprise that was the Haitian Revolution on behalf of 
the colonists, Trouillot provides a condensed timeline 
of the “othering” of black people during the onset of 
global trade and assertion of dominance through the 
establishment of new civilizations (74-75). For some 
readers, this move proves to be the first time they 
encounter a straightforward explanation as to the roots 
of racism as it is known in the Western world, and 
Trouillot effectively posits for the reader the frequent 
moral contradictions present amongst those in power, 
who valued both freedom and enslavement with 
few consequences (78). He excels in describing the 
formulation of oppression and accurately follows the 
logical lines drawn between cause and effect; the author 
puts into words the ultimate realization that silences are 
often created in history when those in power refuse 
to admit that the systems over which they preside are 
imbalanced and discriminatory (Trouillot 84).
Regarding both the aforementioned events and 
others contained in Silencing the Past, the author’s 
strength lies in his profound arguments, clearly 
delivered with a thoughtful prose that engages his 
supporting sources- ones which are highly varied and 
acknowledge the struggling majority of historical actors. 
Not only does he consider opinions and interpretations 
from other historians, he actively analyzes primary 
documents and interacts with communities currently 
carrying the legacy of these stories with them and 
sharing them with the world, in whatever ways they 
believe is best (Trouillot 159, note 11). The conjunction 
of passive and active understanding of events through 
a historical lens presents itself as a complete effort, 
one that is not always appreciated as a standard for 
academia. Trouillot’s historiographical Marxism 
breathes into the lungs of this misaligned power 
and exhales a clarified justification for distrusting 
popular narratives. The reader of this text would be 
hard-pressed to close its pages and not marvel at the 
vast manipulation of the human race through active, 
curated silencing of their own suffering and struggles. 
This proves the essential category Silencing the Past 
finds itself in and explains why its contemplation is 
paramount for a broader understanding of history. 
The main weakness of this work is the somewhat 
unfocused arrangement of examples Trouillot employs 
in order to prove his point regarding these silences 
present in the legacies of history. Each example is 
undoubtedly important and thought-provoking when 
isolated, but it stands to reason that the obvious strength 
of this book- his exploration surrounding lesser-known 
details of the establishment of Haiti and its incredible 
Revolution- should have been made instead of the main 
example for identifying silences in all other narratives. 
The legacy and complexity of Haiti’s history seems 
out of place when sharing pages, however thought-
provoking in nature, with a discussion of a Disney 
Park (Trouillot ch.5). Perhaps this variety of somewhat 
disjointed examples could find a more appropriate flow 
if the text did not suffer from a disappointing shortness 
of pages; each topic begs for an even deeper dive into 
its material as the author’s writing proves itself to be 
a fresh respite amongst both power-narratives and 
detailed profiles of white winners as its peers. 
A compositional difficulty presents itself when 
approaching the formulation of proper urgency to 
convey to an audience in the way of a recommendation; 
the most appropriate attitude is indeed an urgent one, as 
the concept of misunderstood historical undercurrents 
is not frequently considered by students. To skip this 
book would be a mistake, despite some potential head- 
scratching regarding topical connections; all chapters 
of this book contain hard-hitting truths worth more than 
a moment’s reflection. Those whose interest is piqued 
regarding the legacy of the Haitian Revolution have 
a breadth of newer scholarship to explore; Trouillot 
left an impressive precedent with Silencing the Past 
that inspired a new generation of scholars to take up 
the mantle and fill in silences where possible. (The 
Common Wind: Afro-American Currents in the Age of 
the Haitian Revolution by Julius S. Scott is a notably 
recent addition.) Navigating the realm of reformulation 
and representation of maligned narratives with an 
educated deftness, Trouillot’s classic work stands out 
as timeless against a backdrop of frequently formulaic 
texts, both watered-down and hyper-specific alike, 
and remains alive and relevant in an age of globally 
involved struggles against racism and classism.
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Ethnographies of Whiteness: Power and Privilege
Turning on the television or reading a story, 
White individuals can often find their own identity 
reflected and feel a sense of inclusion; this cannot be 
said for non-White peoples. Based on the Whiteness 
of one’s skin tone, there are inherent benefits from the 
consequences of racism. Those who possess White 
privilege— the advantages taken for granted by White 
individuals that non-Whites cannot enjoy— can 
exercise the power that is socially associated with their 
skin color (DiAngelo, 2018). Whiteness allows one to 
engage in daily life with a choice to acknowledge one’s 
racial identity or not; Indigenous women and all non-
White people do not have such a choice. 
White individuals cannot fully relate and 
connect to those with different racial identities due 
to inherent racial power dynamics. When working 
with Indigenous women or any group with differing 
identities, White individuals must first acknowledge 
their racial identity and the present dynamics due 
to historical and contemporary oppression through 
cultural competence and humility. Cultural competence 
is the understanding of the cultural attitudes and values 
at play within an individual’s life, and how social 
workers can best provide cross-cultural interventions 
while acknowledging power dynamics (Walsh, 2013). 
Working with this population of women, understanding 
their cultural context and relationship with White 
individuals throughout history is necessary to engage 
in cultural humility, the ongoing critical self-reflection 
of personal social identities and the historical impact 
these identities have had on disenfranchised groups 
(Urdang, 2016). One’s work must remain culturally 
and racially aware to ensure no further engagement in 
the racial power dynamic. 
In addressing one’s social identities and 
the historical relationship between the general 
White population and Indigenous communities, an 
understanding of the root of distrust many Indigenous 
communities hold towards White people can be 
gathered. Given one’s identities and the barriers they 
can create in working with Indigenous women, it 
is essential to explore how one can overcome these 
barriers to provide the best service to this population. 
Based on this knowledge and research, social workers 
must continue exploring cultural humility and cultural 
competence to further gain insight into Indigenous 
cultures and values to collaborate with community 
resources and organizations. 
Indigenous Women: On the Margin of the Margin
There is an epidemic of violence against 
Indigenous women in the United States that has only 
been recently acknowledged by mainstream culture. 
Indigenous women experience the highest violence 
rates than any other demographic in the United States, 
with at least 80% reporting experiencing at least one 
form of violence (Burnette, 2019; Oetzel & Duran, 
2004). These high rates of violence are due to the 
continued effects of historical and contemporary 
oppression that resulted from colonization; traditional 
tribal structures were once matriarchal and protected 
women from violence. However, with the enforcement 
of Christianity and its patriarchal ideologies, these 
structures were deteriorated and replaced with an 
acceptance of violence and women’s submissive status. 
The imposition of Christianity upon Indigenous 
communities worked in tandem with patriarchal 
values to dismantle the matrilineal and egalitarian 
structures that held women in honored and respected 
positions. Western religious leaders enforced the 
notion of women’s submissive status to their husbands 
and encouraged the use of terror and violence to 
ensure male dominance (Burnette, 2015). As a result 
of centuries of imposition and colonization, these 
patriarchal practices and ideologies became embedded 
in Indigenous communities, as did the shift in women’s 
status. This shift resulted in the acceptance of male 
violence, especially intimate partner violence, as well 
as community fragmentation that collapsed the family 
and cultural structures tied to violence prevention 
(Beadling, 2016; Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016). 
Consequential to the imposition of Western 
ideologies and religion, violence against women was 
normalized and reinforced by continued oppression 
and negative media representation of Indigenous 
women. The mainstream media perpetuates harmful 
stereotypes such as the Indian Princess–– the ideal 
Indigenous woman representing freedom and sexual 
submission to White men–– as well as the squaw, a 
perceived dirty and lowly Indigenous woman relying 
on handouts from White people (Coward, 2014). These 
stereotypes surrounding this population are used to 
justify the high rates of violence and further encourage 
the sexualization of Indigenous women. To combat 
the stereotypes perpetuated by mainstream media, as 
well as Indigenous cultures that portray women in 
silent and domestic roles, Indigenous women such as 
Valerie Red-Horse of the Cherokee nation have taken 
the camera into their own hands to direct and produce 
films that demolish these stereotypes (Beadling, 
2016). Indigenous women directors not only challenge 
the negative stereotypes, they also address historical 
traumas and lived experiences, such as the impact of 
boarding schools and high rates of intimate partner 
violence (IPV), to provide a voice to this population 
of women. Indigenous women continue to rely on 
one another for healing and support and to fight their 
barriers. 
Indigenous women are resilient; they face 
the highest violence rates and an incredible amount 
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of invisibility regarding services and research. 
These individuals rely on grassroots organizations 
founded by other Indigenous women for IPV services 
and support. Research invisibility and lack of data 
are critical if social workers work with culturally 
competent interventions, as there is presently no data 
on interventions related directly to Indigenous women 
(Burnette & Sanders, 2017). Resulting from invisibility 
in data collection, the U.S. Census Bureau (2019) 
estimates roughly 1.3% of the population identifies as 
solely Indigenous; this does not accurately represent 
this population but does reflect the consequences of 
centuries of systematic violence. Insufficient research 
on this group limits practical implementations of 
interventions and services, which fails to address the 
historical and contemporary oppressions this group 
continues to face. 
Colonization left Indigenous women with 
detrimental stereotypes and the destruction of their 
traditional values and culture. Through this destruction, 
colonization introduced and normalized the prevalence 
of intimate partner violence, with over 66% of 
Indigenous communities expressing that IPV is an 
accepted part of Indigenous life following the invasion 
of Anglo-Saxons (Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016). This 
shift in cultural norms was further encouraged as a 
result of economic exploitations through boarding 
schools and sharecropping that resulted in victims of 
such exploits projecting violence suffered onto their 
families and ultimately women (Burnette, 2015). 
The violence and traumas historically endured has 
collapsed protective cultural and family structures that 
previously prevented such violence against women. 
Colonization further oppressed this population 
economically through labor exploitation and limited 
financial supports. Roughly 23% of Indigenous families 
report incomes below the poverty line and are twice as 
likely to rely on government assistance, an identified 
risk factor for experiencing intimate partner violence 
(Burnette, 2015; Oetzel & Duran, 2004). Resulting 
from continued economic exploitation, Indigenous 
peoples are more likely to rely on government financial 
support and reside in lower income communities that 
lack adequate community resources. The deficiency 
of funding not only fails to provide the community’s 
required services and supports, but further prevents 
the proper interventions regarding tackling IPV among 
Indigenous women. 
With poorly funded communities and tribal 
law enforcement agencies, crimes can go undetected 
or under-reported, such as violence against women. 
This is partially a result of the present jurisdiction 
gap regarding tribal, state, and federal powers over 
crimes committed on tribal lands; many crimes, 
especially with non-Indigenous offenders, fall under 
federal authorities, with over 50% of cases being 
declined by attorney generals (Grisafi, 2020). The lack 
of legal protections is another form of contemporary 
oppression Indigenous women continue to endure, as 
over 90% of IPV victims report their perpetrators were 
non-Indigenous (Rosay, 2016). Resulting from legal 
barriers, there are minimal protections for victims, 
with perpetrators falling in the gray area of jurisdiction 
due to their non-Indigenous status. There has been 
recent action to combat the barriers this group faces in 
eradicating IPV by reauthorizing the Violence Against 
Women Act in 2013. This reauthorization grants 
jurisdiction over non-Indigenous offenders’ crimes 
on tribal lands to federally recognized tribes that can 
financially uphold offenders’ due process rights (Yuan 
et al., 2015). As appealing as this policy may be, fewer 
than 20 tribes have exercised these extended jurisdiction 
powers due to financial limitations (Hartman, 2020). 
Despite steep barriers and a lack of structural 
protections, Indigenous women remain resilient. 
They face the highest violence rates and an incredible 
amount of invisibility regarding services and research, 
yet they continue to lean on one another for support 
and healing. This is especially the case regarding IPV 
services; these women rely on grassroots organizations 
founded by other Indigenous women for resources and 
recovery. Social workers must support these existing 
structures and learn from Indigenous women what 
they need in services, prevention interventions, and 
supports. Through this support and continued policy 
advocacy and research on the needs and experiences 
of Indigenous peoples, social workers will be able to 
utilize effective and culturally competent interventions 
to address the epidemic of IPV. 
Implementing Social Practices to Support 
Indigenous Women
Following this group’s needs, there is much 
work revolving at the grassroots and community 
levels, yet, simultaneously, there is a distinct lack of 
response from mainstream societal structures and 
services. By reacting to this group’s needs, a feminist 
intersectional lens addresses the various oppressive 
barriers Indigenous women face. It also allows social 
workers to intervene effectively. Utilizing a feminist 
intersectional lens to address this social issue allows 
social workers to address the interlocking systems of 
oppressions, such as classism and racism, and influence 
of patriarchal ideologies on Indigenous women (Ono, 
2013). By engaging in a feminist analysis of violence 
against Indigenous women, social workers must work 
at the micro-level to support this community through 
validation and empowerment, while ensuring cultural 
competence in interventions (Ono, 2013). Validating 
and empowering Indigenous women corresponds 
and upholds social work values in efforts to address 
social injustices. To further justify the crucial need 
for social justice intervention, violence against 
Indigenous women results from multigenerational 
and intersectional oppressions that significantly 
harm this population and threaten their well-being. 
Violence against Indigenous women and the continued 
perpetuation of such violence prevent these women 
and girls from fundamental human rights, a sense of 
dignity, and meeting their full potentials. 
Practicing in line with social work values 
requires social workers, especially non-Indigenous 
workers, to continuously engage in critical self-
reflection to understand social identities and their roles 
in maintaining oppressive structures. This reflection 
encourages social workers to explore the implications 
of historical oppressions, and how they are chronic and 
integrated into Indigenous women’s lives (Burnette, 
2019). Challenging these institutions requires efforts 
towards consciousness-raising, which educates on 
the micro, mezzo, and macro levels to foster cultural 
humility (Ono, 2013). Through consciousness-
raising, social workers collaborate with Western and 
Indigenous services and resources to provide effective 
and culturally competent interventions. The Western 
view may focus on the individual and their needs; 
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tribal traditions view healing through community 
engagement, which can address Indigenous women’s 
needs to combat their unique oppressions and 
experiences tied to IPV.
While ensuring cultural humility, social workers 
working with Indigenous populations must familiarize 
themselves with the different approaches necessary 
to work with this population. Although there is an 
overwhelming lack of data on practical interventions’ 
effectiveness, two methods remain prevalent: holistic 
and critical ethnography. As each approach offers 
strengths in combating violence against Indigenous 
women, some limitations require multiple strategies to 
address this social issue’s diverse needs and causes.
Critical Ethnography Approach 
Catherine Burnette and Sarah Sanders (2017) 
focused on introducing the underutilized critical 
ethnography approach in addressing violence against 
Indigenous women. A critical ethnography approach 
provides research on this issue and aims to uncover 
how oppression continues through generations, 
making it cyclical (Burnette, 2019). By utilizing 
personal storytelling and reflection, researchers and 
social workers can gain insight into how oppression 
evolves and continues throughout history. This 
approach empowers Indigenous women as it allows 
them to share their experiences and views on the issue 
and voice their suggested interventions and solutions. 
When practicing the critical ethnography 
approach, Burnette and Sanders (2017) gathered 
suggested interventions based on Indigenous women 
and professionals interviewed. They found that a 
majority expressed a desire for family- and community-
centered interventions in educating members on the 
prevalence and consequences of IPV, prevention 
strategies, services, and alternative conflict resolutions 
(Burnette & Sanders, 2017). There was a prevalent 
collective desire to return to traditional roots and foster 
this re-enculturation to combat cultural erasures of 
historical oppression. Despite this being one case study, 
there is an expressed suggestion to focus on community 
intervention to address the violence epidemic against 
ALL women.
This approach’s inherent benefits include 
gathering the voices of members of this group and those 
working directly with these individuals. When creating 
interventions on all levels through this approach, we can 
allow this group’s voices to guide efforts and increase 
education on the community’s needs. Unfortunately, 
this approach may generalize all Indigenous women’s 
views and suggestions across various nations, thus 
eliminating particular conditions associated with the 
different nations. For example, Alaskan Indians face 
travel barriers in receiving services and interventions, 
and to address their need of accessing services may 
not be the same for all Indigenous communities. A 
critical ethnographic approach may not be beneficial 
for the generalization of this group’s needs; however, it 
provides a personal and community lens of suggestions 
to make sure social workers are up to the challenge of 
addressing these systematic invisibilities. 
Holistic Approach 
The limited research on this population, 
including that which addresses intimate partner 
violence (IPV) among this group, fails to support 
intervention approaches’ effectiveness. There are data 
reflecting positive outcomes in practicing a holistic 
approach with Indigenous women. Based on the 
results of researchers Catherine Burnette and Sara 
Sanders (2017), there is a desire for community work 
in addressing IPV among Indigenous professionals and 
women. Utilizing the holistic approach in addressing 
violence against Indigenous women focuses on 
working with the community to address the threat 
of violence, especially IPV, through education and 
community activism.
The holistic approach suggests the 
implementation of interventions that encourage re-
enculturation, a return to traditional cultural roots. 
Examples of holistic interventions include ancestral 
healing rituals to promote togetherness, while 
addressing historical trauma and validating the trauma 
collectively experienced (Oetzel & Duran, 2004). 
Healing rituals and other community engagement 
interventions focus on the mezzo level to promote 
strengthening communal bonds and relations; this 
is especially important in preventing and educating 
about IPV. Focus on community intervention 
is further encouraged by addressing civil legal 
sanctions, developing domestic violence courts within 
communities, and arresting perpetrators (Oetzel & 
Duran, 2004). This approach’s inherent benefit focuses 
on community healing and response towards violence 
against women and must consider an individualized 
approach for IPV survivors. 
Regardless of how these interventions appear, 
there is a lack of research on these interventions’ 
effectiveness. Cultural humility must be part of the 
development and structuring of services and resources. 
Moreover, presently used IPV interventions are 
created based on the general population’s needs and 
do not consider Indigenous women’s lived experiences 
and barriers. This lack of research and creation of 
interventions based on the needs and wants from 
specific Indigenous communities, especially women, 
fails to provide a culturally competent approach. 
Given the present research and data available 
on violence against Indigenous women, social workers 
do not have adequate information to create and practice 
cultural competency. However, this is not to say that 
all social workers are culturally incompetent, or that 
all interventions are impractical; instead, it requires 
further independent research and collaboration with 
community leaders and resources to create effective 
intervention strategies. Social workers must ensure 
their cultural growth and comfort through extensive 
self-reflection and education on their clientele 
population and present resources and supports. 
Activating Cultural Humility and Cultural 
Competence 
To improve cultural humility on the micro-
level, social workers must continue educating social 
justice issues and remain current on politics and activist 
movements. While educating oneself on current events 
and policies, social workers can explore where and 
how to intervene to address social justice issues, such 
as through petitions, contacting politicians and police 
departments, and engaging in protests or educating 
others of these issues. Further, social workers must act 
with cultural competence in their present and future 
work through ongoing training through employment 
or educational offerings and independent exploration. 
Through continued education of social justice issues, 
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policies, and training, social workers are on the path 
towards antiracism work and must use their privilege(s) 
to combat existing oppressive structures.
Efforts towards cultural competence on the 
mezzo level are a continuation of self-reflection to 
engage further with one’s community to evaluate 
where services and supports are needed. Through 
increased engagement and familiarization of resources 
and community needs, education on natural supports 
within communities where social workers work is 
essential to rely on existing structures to address 
expressed needs. Additionally, they must help clients 
and community members identify resources and 
services available to them and advocate for addressing 
the community’s needs that may not be met. This 
advocacy is further perpetrated on the macro level 
through continued engagement in pushing for policy 
change through educating oneself and others of such 
policies. Through this education, social workers 
can continue contacting politicians and community 
leaders to address community needs, such as police 
accountability measures and signing petitions. To 
continue the efforts, one must pursue further education 
and advocacy towards policy change on the macro and 
mezzo levels to foster social change. 
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ELLs and STEM  
Education: 
Charting a 





Within the scope of STEM-based subjects—Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics—there is one group of stu-
dents who has underperformed all other demographics 
in every category: English language learners (ELLs). 
As the United States falls behind other nations in cre-
ating and competing for STEM careers, this growing 
segment of the K-12 public school system merits clos-
er examination. This paper will identify several items 
that have encumbered English language learning in 
this country over the past 20 years. It will look at the 
depreciating value of recruiting international students 
to fill the STEM employment void—a costly missed 
opportunity when compared to the economic losses 
sustained by under supporting the domestic ELL pop-
ulation. It will also address the consequences of incor-
porating Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) policies 
into the public school system, documenting national 
opinions of SEI and its local impact on Massachusetts 
over the better part of two decades. Finally, alternative 
solutions will be highlighted as examples for compel-
ling ELL students to further their second language ac-
quisition and give them reason to connect with STEM 
resources in the U.S.A.
One of the refrains echoed during the pandemic 
was how “we are all in this together.” While remark-
able work has helped ELLs in STEM before the coro-
navirus became a household name, accepting limited 
interactions with families post-Covid-19 is not an ac-
ceptable strategy. Traditionally, students have been re-
lied upon as the go-to messengers, delivering lessons 
learned to parents, siblings, and friends. As students 
return to in-person learning, the public school system 
has an opportunity to utilize its officers to promote 
efficient language services and partnerships between 
the ELL and STEM communities. The return to school 
can reinforce the need for emergency bulletins, con-
tacts, and mentors to opportunities and give students 
a chance to see, firsthand, how problems at home are 
solved with what they learn at school. The hope is that 
this grassroots effort will foster ambition, innovation, 
and resiliency along revitalized avenues of communi-
cation between classrooms and families.
Mindful living starts with personal responsibil-
ity. By making STEM a priority for ELLs, both groups 
will illuminate the purpose and potential of the other to 
immediate dividends. For a community to be healthy 
and prosperous, it needs to elevate examples of mutu-
ally-beneficial relationships, and there is no better time 
than now to learn that in school. This way the com-
munity at large can keep their neighborhoods healthy, 
happy, and civically industrious.
Background on ELLs and STEM
To better understand how ELLs perform in re-
lation to STEM, it is necessary to define this signif-
icant and growing portion of the student population. 
According to the Glossary of Education Reform, ELLs 
are “students who are unable to communicate fluently 
or learn effectively in English, who often come from 
non-English-speaking homes and backgrounds, and 
who typically require specialized or modified instruc-
tion in both the English language and in their academic 
courses.”1 While the method to assess English language 
learners differs depending on the state, the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) tallied ELLs as 
making up 10.1 percent of the U.S. public school K-12 
population in 2017. This ranged from a low of 0.8 per-
cent of students in West Virginia to a high of nearly 
20 percent of students in California. In total, 5 million 
students were classified as ELL in 2017, an increase of 
1.2 million from the year 2000.2 By 2025, some project 
that 1 out of every 4 public education students in the 
United States will be designated as ELL.3 
To shed light on the assessment-based per-
formance of ELLs in STEM, the U.S. Department 
of Education’s National Center for Education Statis-
tics provides several data sets. By using information 
from the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP)—which analyzes student performance in sci-
ence at grades 4, 8, and 12 in both public and private 
schools across the nation—we can document how 
ELLs perform in relation to their peers. With science, 
the NAEP measures students’ knowledge along three 
content areas: physical science, life science, and earth 
and space sciences. As the report details:
Since 2009, the average science scores for 
English language learner (ELL) 4th- and 8th-
grade students were lower than their non-ELL 
peers’ scores. At grade 4, the achievement gap 
between non-ELL and ELL students was larger 
in 2009 (39 points) than in 2015 (36 points). At 
grade 8, the 2015 achievement gap (46 points) 
was not measurably different from the gaps in 
2009 and 2011. At grade 12, the average scores 
for non-ELL students in 2015 (152) and 2009 
(151) were higher than their ELL peers’ scores 
in those years (105 and 104, respectively). The 
47-point achievement gap between non-ELL 
and ELL 12th-grade students in 2015 was not 
measurably different from the gap in 2009.4
To recap, in science-based assessments, ELL 
students perform significantly lower than their non-
ELL classmates, with 46 points separating the two 
groups at grade 8 and a 47-point difference at grade 12. 
This gap that showed no measurable difference from 
2009 to 2015.
For measuring aptitude in technology and engi-
neering, the NAEP uses a Technology and Engineering 
Literacy (TEL) assessment. It is designed to indicate 
1  The Glossary of Education Reform, English-Language Learner, 2013, para 1.
2  The Condition of Education: English Language Learners in Public School, 2016.
3  NEA Policy Brief: English Language Learners Face Unique Challenges, 2008.
4  The Condition of Education: Science Performance, 2017, para 10.
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how students would apply skills in real-life situations 
over three content areas: the effects technology has on 
our world, simple principles that govern engineering, 
and the use of computers for creative communication. 
Students in grade 8 at both private and public schools 
were incorporated in the assessment. 
In 2018, the NAEP scaled the scores of the 
TEL, Non-ELL-status students averaged 155 points, 
while students with ELL status averaged 106, a differ-
ence of 49 points. The average of 106 was the lowest 
of all the student and school characteristics listed—
lower than that of students identified with a learning 
disability (118 to 106), the latter defined as being on an 
Individualized Education Protocol or a 504 program5 
(see Table 1).
Table One
NAEP TEL Scaled Scores of 8th Graders (2018)
Table One 
NAEP TEL Scaled Scores of 8th Graders (2018) 
	
 
Mathematics proved to be the most robust 
STEM category that the NAEP tested, with scaled 
scores dating from 1990 to 2019 at the 4th, 8th, and 
12th grade levels. The scaled scores for ELLs, howev-
er, are only available for the years 2015 and 2019 for 
specific grades:
In 2019, the average mathematics score for 4th-
grade ELL students (220) was 24 points lower 
than the score for their non-ELL peers (243)…
[and] the average mathematics score for 8th-
grade ELL students (243) was 42 points lower 
than the score for their non-ELL peers (285)…. 
In 2015, the average mathematics score for 
12th-grade ELL students (115) was 37 points 
lower than the average score for their non-ELL 
peers (153).6
These assessments indicate that ELL students 
are the lowest performing demographic across all 
STEM categories, including high poverty and disabil-
ity. Most troubling of all, ELLs do not show any mea-
surable difference in closing the gap with their non-
ELL peers.
National Support for ELLs in STEM
On December 4, 2018, the Executive Office of 
the President of the United States issued a press re-
lease claiming STEM as an educational priority. The 
National Science & Technology Council published a 
five-year plan titled Charting A Course for Success: 
America’s Strategy for STEM Education. It states that: 
The Nation is stronger when all Americans 
benefit from an education that provides a strong 
STEM foundation…Even for those who may 
never be employed in a STEM-related job, a 
basic understanding and comfort with STEM 
and STEM-enabled technology has become a 
prerequisite for full participation in modern 
society.7 
5  The Condition of Education: Technology and Engineering Literacy, 2019.
6  The Condition of Education: Mathematics Performance, 2018, para 10, 14, 17.
7  Charting a Course for Success: America's Strategy for STEM Education, 2018, 5.
Noting the unequal access to STEM resourc-
es, and that racial and ethnic groups represent 27% of 
the population but comprise only 11% of the STEM 
workforce, the plan’s acknowledgement of the limita-
tions to STEM is important to mention.8 The federal 
report concludes that by enacting a clarion call for all 
stakeholders, strategies need to be tailored to different 
ecosystems. In the entire 38-page document, however, 
there is no mention of ELL, English as a Second Lan-
guage (ESL), Limited English Proficient (LEP), or any 
language support for STEM. Instead, U.S. policy ap-
pears to be recruiting international STEM candidates 
at the collegiate level rather than cultivating them 
within their borders.
Because so many of the employment opportu-
nities orbiting STEM demand high-education degrees, 
U.S. companies look to international college students 
to meet the growing demand. The United States is the 
number one destination for international students.9 In 
fact, hosting international students resulted in a boon 
for the U.S. economy; foreign students and their de-
pendents contributed more than $13 billion to U.S. 
commerce in 2004-2005.10 The heyday of the U.S. as 
a desirable locale for STEM candidates, however, may 
have reached its zenith as competition for this work 
force is increasing.
Between graduating with the necessary course-
work, undergoing Optional Practical Training upon 
completing collegiate studies, finding an employer 
willing to sponsor an H-1B visa, and keeping a job 
while navigating shifting immigration policies, the 
steps toward entering the U.S. workforce as a non-citi-
zen are certainly daunting. Today, international students 
are faced with a depreciating prospect of remaining in 
the United States. “Even for the best and brightest, the 
path to long-term residency can be lengthy, expensive, 
and uncertain;”11 “a majority of international STEM 
and business students enrolled in U.S. higher educa-
tion institutions said the best days of the U.S. economy 
were behind it.”12
To only exacerbate the point, the systemic issue 
of a STEM labor shortage within the U.S. is already a 
known and alarming problem. The lack of improve-
ment from U.S. students in math and science over the 
past decade and the raising of the global standard have 
left the United States outside the top ten in STEM-re-
lated assessments.13 As House Science Committee 
Chair Eddie Bernice Johnson (D-TX) stated on March 
6, 2019 “By 2050, today’s minorities will be the ma-
jority. Simple math tells us that if we do not increase 
the number of women and minorities earning STEM 
degrees and participating in the STEM workforce at all 
levels, we will experience dire workforce shortfalls in 
the not-too-distant future. Some companies in the tech-
nology sector tell me the shortfall is already here.”14
While the United States welcomed internation-
8  Ibid.
9  Batalova & Zong, International Students in the United States in 2015, 2016.
10  Batalova, The “Brain Gain” Race Begins with Foreign Students, 2007.
11  Klimaviciute, To Stay or Not To Stay: The Calculus for International STEM Students in the United States, 2017, para 11.
12  Ibid, para 6.
13  Johnson, Maintaining U.S. Leadership in Science and Technology, 2019.
14  Ibid, para 6.
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al talent throughout much of the 21st century, the brain 
waste of neither cultivating nor providing adequate 
STEM support to the established ELL population has 
resulted in an even greater opportunity cost. Accord-
ing to the Migration Policy Institute’s 2016 report, Un-
tapped Talent: The Costs of Brain Waste among Highly 
Skilled Immigrants in the United States, the U.S. has 
forgone $39.4 billion in annual earnings by under-em-
ploying its skilled immigrant population.15 It would be-
hoove the United States to invest in STEM programs 
that target ELLs in the K-12 public school population 
to plug this drain as soon as possible.
Public School Challenges for ELLs 
The existing support networks and model pro-
grams at the local and national levels leave ELLs with 
a handful of limited options with regards to STEM. In 
the 2018 consensus report, English Learners in STEM 
Subjects: Transforming Classrooms, Schools, and 
Lives, the advantages of instilling STEM knowledge 
to the ELL population are made clear. As called upon 
in the preface:
Increasing the diversity of the STEM work-
force confers benefits to the society as a whole, 
not only due to the improved economic circum-
stances for a substantial segment of society, 
but also because diversity in the STEM work-
force will bring new ideas and new solutions 
to STEM challenges. Organizing schools and 
preparing teachers so that all students can reach 
their full potential in STEM has the potential 
to transform the lives of individual students, as 
well as the lives of the teachers, the schools, 
and society as a whole.16
The study goes on to document the problems 
that inhibit ELLs. Heterogeneity among the population, 
a demographic that covers 150 languages, prevents a 
one-size-fits-all approach. Even among Spanish-speak-
ers, a group that makes up more than three-quarters of 
the ELL population, individuals differ in their abilities 
across the four language modalities (listening, speak-
ing, reading, and writing) due to nuances within each 
individual experience. 
Of particular note are long-term ELLs whose 
English skills—despite having had six successive 
years of education in the U.S.—have plateaued before 
entering high school. For example, one embedded bar-
rier to STEM learning for English learners is their lack 
of access to technology due to their placement in reme-
dial courses. This excludes them from the science or 
math courses necessary for STEM advancement. Too 
often students have their Basic Interpersonal Com-
munication (BIC) skills lack the Cognitive Academic 
Language Proficiencies (CALP) necessary for long-
term success. Explaining the importance of developing 
these skills is tied to motivation, practice, and building 
a lasting relationship with the content matter. This is 
where teacher instruction comes into play.
In her reporting on the aforementioned doc-
ument by the National Academies of Sciences, En-
gineering and Medicine, journalist, Sara Friedman 
highlighted a theme from the researchers concerning 
15  Batalova, Fix, and Bachmeier, The Costs of Brain Waste among Highly Skilled Immigrants in U.S., 2016.
16  English Learners in STEM Subjects, 2018, ix-x.
English learners in STEM subjects: 
Part of the problem for teachers is that they 
have not received adequate training to provide 
STEM-related learning opportunities for En-
glish learners in their classrooms. Teachers can 
also bring in biases and beliefs into their work 
with English learners that negatively affect 
learning outcomes….When teachers consis-
tently support and incorporate English learners 
into classroom activities, English learners have 
better outcomes. English learners should also 
be considered at the beginning and throughout 
the design of curricula for STEM courses.17 
Students deserve scaffolds that provide context 
and tools to support their understanding, yet placing all 
the impetus on teachers is unreasonable. For one, in-
consistent approaches and the lack of shared resources 
laden the outcomes of English learners. The problem, 
as Friedman points out, is that “only a few states have 
systemic policies or programs to help teachers with 
their professional development in STEM related to 
English learners.”18 Fortunately, Massachusetts is one 
of those states.
Local Support for ELLs
A local program was developed by the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts to better prepare teachers 
on STEM-focused enrichment. Tied to the Common-
wealth’s licensure requirement, this Sheltered English 
Instruction (SEI) endorsement was created by the 
University of Massachusetts-Boston and its partner, 
The Center of Science and Mathematics in Context 
(COSMIC). Together the two created the Rethinking 
Equity and Teaching for English Language Learners 
or RETELL. By providing two graduate certificates 
in the Teaching of Math to ELLs and the Teaching of 
Science to ELLs, the programs provide teachers with 
standards-based instructional strategies that research 
has demonstrated are effective in improving ELL stu-
dents’ STEM performance.19 
The issue with this program, however, is that it 
relies on SEI as the scaffold for teacher instruction, a 
policy widely looked upon as a failure for ELLs. One 
case study reviewed a decade of SEI in Arizona and 
concluded that “the current SEI program model re-
mains structurally restrictive, appears to lack sensitiv-
ity to age and grade level differences, as well as to the 
linguistic and cultural needs of emergent bilinguals.”20 
Locally, one need only look at the declining Massa-
chusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) 
scores and graduation rates of ELLs from 2002 to 2017. 
The drop in ELL performance due to SEI practices was 
swift and alarming due to the restrictive English-on-
ly, SEI-centered policy known as Question 2.21 A 2010 
report by Antoniya Owens titled, In the Aftermath of 
Question 2: Students with Limited English Proficiency 
in Massachusetts, states: 
In academic year 2008, 81.1 percent of the 
17  Friedman, STEM Outcomes for ELLs Fail to Meet Expectations, 2018, para 3-4.
18  Ibid, para 4.
19  UMB & COSMIC, Teaching STEM to English Language Learners, 2020.
20  Cruze, A Decade After Institutionalization: Educators’ Perspectives of Structured English Immersion, 2019, 449.
21  Glatter, Massachusetts Legislature Passes Bilingual Education Bill, 2017.
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state’s LEP students attended sheltered En-
glish classrooms. Seventy percent of all school 
districts in the state had 90 percent or more of 
their LEP students in SEI programs….Over-
all, LEP students have fared worse than their 
English-proficient peers in terms of school en-
gagement. Between 2006 and 2008—the only 
three years for which these data are available—
LEP students attended school at rates similar to 
all students but were increasingly more likely 
to be suspended compared with English-pro-
ficient pupils. In 2006, LEP students’ suspen-
sion rate was 16 percent higher than the rate of 
their peers; in 2008, it was more than a quarter 
higher….LEP students were also considerably 
more likely to repeat a grade and to drop out 
of high school. And while the grade retention 
gap between LEP and English-proficient stu-
dents declined over time, the dropout gap in-
creased noticeably. In 2003—the only year pri-
or to Question 2 for which dropout rate data are 
available—high school students with limited 
English skills dropped out at a rate nearly twice 
as high as their English-speaking classmates. 
By 2006, their rate had risen steadily and was 
more than three times as high.22
If SEI does not work, what is the solution for 
ELLs and STEM? 
Motivating ELL Communities to Believe in STEM
In October of 2020, the Executive Office of Ed-
ucation and the STEM Advisory Council, in partner-
ship with the Commonwealth’s nine regional STEM 
networks, unveiled its annual Massachusetts STEM 
Week. The theme for its third iteration was “See Your-
self in STEM”. Focusing on the power of mentors, 
it mentioned English-language learners among those 
who are underrepresented in STEM industries: 
Women, people of color, first-generation stu-
dents, low-income individuals, English lan-
guage learners, and people with disabilities 
are underrepresented in STEM industries and 
make up an increasing portion of the overall 
workforce, but the demographics of STEM 
fields have remained largely the same. We 
need more young people to see themselves…
in STEM fields to pursue STEM careers as 
well as bolster their persistence through STEM 
education with a mentor that is engaged, sup-
portive, and shares in the many unique parts of 
their identity.23
A consistent recommendation for ELLs in 
STEM education is mentor-led interaction with the 
content material. Having grassroots’ buy-in is also 
integral for there to be a lasting and constructive re-
lationship between the ELL and STEM communities. 
ELLs, however, are not an easy demographic to reach. 
As mentioned, its heterogeneity demands multiple av-
enues for interaction.
While top-down shifts in how ELL is admin-
istered has largely failed its intended target audience, 
bottom-up solutions have proven effective with mea-
22  Owens, The Aftermath of Question 2, 2010, 2.
23  Mass Stem Week, 2020.
surable success. In Owens’s report on the consequenc-
es of Question 2, she spotlights Fuller Middle School 
in Framingham, Massachusetts as an example bucking 
the trend of SEI failure due to its method of both valu-
ing and investing in its multilingual community: 
To provide LEP students with more options, 
schools in the district specialize in different 
approaches to English language support; Full-
er is the district’s “lab for new approaches.” 
Fuller Middle School has a hybrid ESL/Bilin-
gual/Sheltered English program divided into 
five stages: ESL 1-2 through ESL 5. The ini-
tial level offers native-language instruction of 
math, science, and social studies, with every-
thing else in sheltered English….Fuller Middle 
School’s approach to educating LEP students 
is in large part a community endeavor. Trilin-
gual counselors, community-based service pro-
viders, graduate interns, and volunteer tutors 
collaborate to offer students continuous and 
wide-ranging support. Fuller also hosts an adult 
ESL program attended by many immigrant par-
ents. Finally, it keeps families engaged through 
a series of evening events as well as new par-
ent orientations—which, to increase access and 
inclusivity, offer both transportation and trans-
lation services…The academic performance of 
Fuller’s limited English-proficient students is 
marked by continued excellence.24
This model’s success shines light on an ex-
ample that more schools and districts should adopt. 
Students are placed among classmates who scored at 
similar levels through diagnostic and formal assess-
ment data rather than forced to be in a classroom with 
students who are further along in their English abili-
ties. School leaders are able to communicate in both 
English and the students’ native language of Spanish, 
alleviating confusion and anxiety. SEI material is pro-
vided with bilingual curricula to support students as 
they build common underlying proficiencies. Of addi-
tional note is the adult ESL program that allow parents 
and other family members to become part of the school 
community through courses, events, and orientations. 
With an outreach program that includes transportation 
and translation services, the Fuller Middle School is a 
vibrant example of a community using its resources to 
efficiently tie education and people together. 
What Can We Do?
To see the promising potential of Massachu-
setts STEM Week be knotted into established com-
munity networks like the one Fuller Middle School 
has created would be an inspiring opportunity. Think 
of a district-wide STEM showcase early in the school 
year to gain traction and establish relationships with-
in the school community. This would be an ELL-di-
rected mission, partnering with other departments and 
local STEM-based mentors to organize connections 
with local fabrication labs, trade schools, and service 
programs. Students and their families would work 
alongside translators and community leaders to com-
plete interactive activities such as the spaghetti tow-
er, marshmallow challenge, and the egg drop test. The 
goal would be to tie the ELLs’ native language and cul-
24  Owens, 2010, 36.
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ture as an integral asset to solving the STEM problems 
set before them.
A true clarion call would follow. In their arti-
cle “What STEM Teachers Need to Know and Do for 
ELLs,” Lisa Hoffmann and Alan Zollman instill teach-
ers and mentors with a foundational concept as a step-
ping-stone:
Since ELL students are emerging bilinguals 
(or may already be multilingual before learn-
ing English), ELL students in class are already 
utilizing more of their brain function than other 
students. So, we challenge STEM teachers to 
view having ELL students in [their] class[es] 
as having gifted students in the class. Native 
English-speaking students benefit socially and 
especially academically from having interac-
tion with ELL students in their class.”25 
In showcasing stories of how ELLs have used 
STEM to solve problems in international communi-
ties—such as the iron fish addressing anemia in Cam-
bodia26 or the electricity-generating playground equip-
ment in Ghana27—the event and its call to action would 
ask those in attendance to think of solutions to prob-
lems within their local environments. Teachers would 
supply lists of Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary in English 
and the languages represented to promote bilingual 
literacy. This would support the cognitive underlying 
proficiency of not just students but also their families. 
Finally, public health care officials would offer in-
struction for best practices and directions on general 
well-being to better service the population.
Massachusetts, with its world-class institutions 
and history of leadership, is in a great position to be an 
example for the nation’s ELL and STEM communi-
ties. What the Covid-19 pandemic made clear was that 
everyone benefits when STEM knowledge is under-
stood and accepted. For the United States to compete 
with global markets, it needs the ELL demographic to 
continue buying into their secondary language and the 
connections to the STEM opportunities learning En-
glish provides. The reasons and incentives are clear. 
The time is now for ELLs to embrace STEM—and for 
STEM communities to embrace back.
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It’s been a year since you slipped from this life, stolen 
in your sleep— I awoke to a voicemail…
My mother, dead.
A year, some of them good days   some of them bad,
some of them mornings born 
clueless and opaque, only to turn into hot 
drowsy afternoons lit with a white filmy 
sun which freckled the snow and melted 
the ice, turning the mud beneath my 
feet the color of clay.
A year,
But what does that matter? It won’t help 
you now.
The number is arbitrary, like the tea
and cookies
the nurse put out for us to 
nibble on  as you died on the 
hospital bed.
People come up to me and tell 
me: you visit them in their dreams,
to which I reply: “isn’t that something”,
twitching all the way back to the punch bowl.
But I do take walks,
and sit by pools of water, talking to birds, 
asking them
if they know where you’ve been?
And I sing and
cry And cry and
create,
noticing when my sister’s
glasses  rest on the bridge
of her nose,
a dead ringer for her mother.
And I laugh when my brother 
nibbles on the cookie offered, 
staving off grief, teaching us to 
treat ceremony for the poor 
joke it is.
These are my equivalents,
the things that hit me like
a thunderbolt,  leaving me full of will 
and dignity when I’m 
running from
but arriving at the same 
place. You.
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The Epidemic 
of Missing and 
Murdered 
Indigenous 





There is an epidemic of gendered and race-based violence against Indigenous1 women and girls in North America, which, despite its 
scope and severity, has only recently gained public at-
tention through the tireless work of activists (Lucchesi 
& Echo-Hawk, 2018). It is referred to as, “Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls” or MMIWG,2 
and while the name for the epidemic and the public at-
tention it has received have been fairly recent, it is not 
a new problem (National Congress of American Indi-
ans [NCAI], 2016). Historically and to the present day, 
women have “held respected and even sacred statuses” 
to many Indigenous peoples, making the epidemic of 
violence against them a stark confirmation of the con-
tinuation of settler-colonialism and oppression faced 
by Indigenous people in North America (Burnette & 
Hefflinger, 2016, p. 588). 
Defining the Problem
One of the most notable aspects of the MMI-
WG epidemic is the great difficulty of precisely de-
scribing the problem because data collection has been 
virtually nonexistent until fairly recently (Lucchesi & 
Echo-Hawk, 2018). However, the available numbers 
are striking. In the United States, there were 5,712 re-
ports of missing Indigenous women and girls in 2016, 
of which only 116 were logged in the Department of 
Justice’s federal database. The third-leading cause of 
death for Indigenous women and girls aged 10-24 in 
the United States is homicide, and on some reserva-
tions, Indigenous women are murdered at 10 times the 
national average rate (Monchalin et al., 2019). In Can-
ada, estimates of MMIWG range from about 600 to 
upwards of 30,000, and Indigenous women are mur-
dered at six times the rate of non-Indigenous women. 
In Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, a city near the U.S.-Mexico 
border and a hotspot of violence in the ongoing drug 
conflicts, hundreds of women have been killed every 
year since 1993, most of them Indigenous (Johnson & 
Santos, 2013). While there is no universal consensus 
on the exact numbers in any of these countries, there 
is broad agreement among those studying the MMI-
1  This paper will use the term “Indigenous” to refer to descendants of the original peoples who already populated North America prior 
to European contact in 1492.
2  Often “and Girls” is omitted, making the acronym “MMIW.”
WG phenomenon that the violence is widespread and 
rampant. 
Thousands of Indigenous women and girls be-
ing murdered or abducted3 each year implies thousands 
of perpetrators. As stated above, there are large gaps 
in our available data on the epidemic, but experts and 
activists have offered several potential explanations. 
Domestic abuse is often involved whenever there is 
violence against women, and Indigenous women do 
experience disproportionately high rates of domestic 
abuse compared to non-Indigenous women (Burnette 
& Hefflinger, 2016). However, while domestic abuse 
may play a role, Indigenous women in Canada are less 
likely to be killed by a family member than are Cana-
dian women in general, making it difficult to attribute 
the crisis to domestic abuse alone or even principally 
(Palmater, 2016). 
Human trafficking is another suggested factor 
(NCAI, 2016). Traffickers prey on people they deem 
vulnerable, which includes the homeless, those with 
addictions or a lack of resources, and those who have 
been exposed to violence. Indigenous women and girls 
are more likely to meet those criteria than the general 
population. Another risk factor identified by the NCAI 
is an “influx of a transient, cash-rich workforce,” (p. 4) 
as happens when extractive industries set up makeshift 
camps for their workers on reservation land. Canadi-
an Highway 16 in northwestern British Columbia has 
been informally named “The Highway of Tears” by 
activists due to the high number of Indigenous women 
and girls who have disappeared there (Morton, 2016). 
The road is remote and poorly serviced, with unreliable 
cell-phone reception and very few rest areas or options 
for public transportation. This leads the many, mostly 
poor Indigenous women in the area, to turn to hitch-
hiking for transport, and human traffickers, rapists, and 
even serial killers have taken advantage of this. A 2015 
survey of four sites in the United States and Canada 
found that 40% of women who were victims of sex 
trafficking there were Indigenous (NCAI, 2016).
The ongoing legacy of settler-colonialism can-
not be divorced from the modern MMIWG phenom-
enon because it explains why Indigenous women in 
particular are more likely than most to suffer racial-
ized, gendered violence on such a massive scale (Sa-
varese, 2017). Nor can White supremacy or patriarchy 
be omitted from any thorough explanation of the prob-
lem. “In response to the alarming numbers and horrif-
ic facts regarding the disappearances and homicides, 
scholars and advocates remind us that women’s bodies, 
like Indigenous lands, have been deemed as available 
for exploitation” (Savarese, 2017, p. 180). Non-Indig-
enous settlers have sold Indigenous women and girls 
for sexual slavery since colonial times (NCAI, 2016), 
and the accumulated historical trauma of Indigenous 
peoples after centuries of “cultural genocide, land dis-
possession, forced relocation, and assimilative board-
ing school experiences” (Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016, 
p. 588) shows itself in disproportionately high rates of 
poverty, victimization, discrimination, and physical and 
mental distress. Additionally, the imposition of Europe-
an governmental systems and patriarchal values onto 
3  As Palmater (2016) notes: “Even the term ‘missing’ is a misnomer. It seems to imply these women and girls just got lost or ran away 
for a few days. The reality is that these women and girls are kidnapped, taken, or otherwise held against their will—a situation far more 
sinister than the word ‘missing’ might imply” (p. 255). She goes on to suggest the term “disappeared” as more appropriate.
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Indigenous communities upended more egalitarian and, 
in some cases, matriarchal social structures that had ex-
isted prior to contact with Europe, leading to a loss of 
social cohesion and exacerbating (or introducing) so-
cial issues like poverty and addiction. Generations of 
successive traumatic events can lead to “cumulative 
and unresolved grief, which can result in the historical 
trauma response, which includes suicidal thoughts and 
acts, [intimate partner violence], depression, alcohol-
ism, self-destructive behavior, low self-esteem, anxiety, 
anger, and lowered emotional expression and recogni-
tion” (Burnette & Figley, 2016, p. 39). 
Media bias and cultural stereotypes also play 
a role in marginalizing Indigenous women and girls. 
While 95% of MMIWG cases are never covered by 
national or international news media, the coverage of 
the other 5% relies on stereotypes and misleading as-
sumptions (Lucchesi & Echo-Hawk, 2018). “The vast 
majority of coverage on MMIWG, both on individual 
cases and on the issue overall, was centered on reserva-
tion-based violence” (Lucchesi & Echo-Hawk, 2018, 
p. 18). Approximately 71% of Indigenous people in the 
U.S. live in urban areas, yet media coverage portrays 
them as typically living in remote or rural areas. Luc-
chesi and Echo-Hawk (2018), in a report by the Urban 
Indian Health Institute analyzing 934 news articles 
related to the MMIWG epidemic, found that violent 
language such as victim-blaming, misgendering, refer-
ences to drugs and alcohol, or to the victim’s criminal 
history, etc. was present in 31% of the articles, with 
some news sources using violent language in 100% of 
their coverage. Stereotypes of Indigenous women in-
clude the “squaw” or “Indian princess” (Monchalin et 
al., 2019) stereotype, which “frames Indigenous wom-
en as promiscuous, prone to deviance and incapable of 
controlling impulses” (Morton, 2016, p. 304). In this 
telling, white settlers serve as “the exclusive keepers 
of civilization, while the colonized Indigenous popula-
tions, as the antithesis to Whiteness, were considered 
savage, backwards and primitive” (Morton, 2016, p. 
304). These stereotypes are visible today in eroticized 
“sexy Indian” costumes (Monchalin et al., 2019). In 
addition to these, “narratives of disposability and bro-
kenness” (Savarese, 2017, p. 160) frequently accom-
pany media coverage of MMIWG, contributing to the 
ease with which the public can ignore the problem. 
Morton (2016) notes how it is often assumed of Indige-
nous women and girls that they are poor, which (while 
often the case) serves only to marginalize them further 
and cast them as victims or annoyances.
According to Savarese (2017, p. 176), a prima-
ry concern is the “minimization of Indigenous perspec-
tives” in discussions of MMIWG cases. Indigenous ac-
tivists have sought to change that, and in recent years, 
have been successful in bringing the issue to national 
and international attention. Jaime Black, a Métis artist 
in Manitoba, started the REDress project as a way to 
visually represent the missing Indigenous women and 
girls (Johnson & Santos, 2013). The art installation is 
simple and haunting: red dresses hanging on wooden 
hangers in public spaces. Black took her inspiration 
from her experiences in the Opaskawayak Cree nation, 
where, in 1971, nineteen-year-old Helen Betty Os-
borne was brutally assaulted and murdered. Of the four 
White men found to be involved in the attack, only one 
was convicted, and he received full parole after serving 
fewer than 10 years of a life sentence. Other efforts by 
Indigenous activists include the Sisters in Spirit (SIS) 
project to track disappearances and homicides in the 
area near the “Highway of Tears”, with a special focus 
on those names each October 4th—a day of remem-
brance for all victims of the MMIWG epidemic (Tolley 
et al., 2012). SIS was defunded by the Canadian gov-
ernment in 2010 but now exists in a volunteer-based 
form as Families of Sisters in Spirit (FSIS).
Historical Analysis
The history of policy efforts to address the 
MMIWG epidemic specifically is mostly confined 
to the past decade, but there are a few older policies 
worth mentioning here that affect Indigenous women’s 
experiences of violence (Burnette, 2015). The Major 
Crimes Act (1885) established federal jurisdiction over 
certain, serious crimes committed by Indigenous peo-
ple (against anyone) within “Indian country,” dealing a 
blow to tribal sovereignty, while laying the groundwork 
for what would become the mass over-incarceration 
of Indigenous people; “Over-incarceration is a prime 
way Indigenous women are ‘lost.’” (Savarese, 2017, 
p. 165). Indigenous women often meet particularly 
harsh treatment in North American justice systems, 
from their first encounters with a police officer—who 
is statistically more likely to kill an Indigenous person 
than a person of any other race (Woodard, 2016)—to 
their time in prison, with many controversies in recent 
years centered around women like Kinew James, who 
died of a heart attack after five distress calls from her 
cell went unanswered by the prison guards, who knew 
of her condition (Savarese, 2017). The Indian Civil 
Rights Act (1968) severely limited the powers of trib-
al courts in sentencing convicted criminals, stipulating 
a maximum sentence of one year in prison and/or a 
$5,000 fine; the Tribal Law and Order Act (2010) loos-
ened these restrictions slightly, allowing tribal courts 
to impose penalties of up to three years in prison and/
or a fine of up to $15,000 if certain conditions are met 
(Burnette, 2015). Nevertheless, the Major Crimes Act 
(1885) and Indian Civil Rights Act (1968) “create a 
danger zone for indigenous women where perpetra-
tors can get away with crimes with relative impunity” 
(Burnette, 2015, p. 1528). Additionally, the Indian Re-
location Act (1956) “encouraged” Indigenous people to 
leave reservation land (primarily by first terminating its 
protected status) and move to cities (Campbell, 2016), 
where 71% of Indigenous people in the U.S. live today 
(Lucchesi & Echo-Hawk, 2018). Dispossession from 
the land and inadequate resources made life difficult 
for those who relocated, and this dispossession contin-
ues to put Indigenous populations at greater risk of vic-
timization (NCAI, 2016). Against this general trend to-
ward limiting tribal sovereignty, the Violence Against 
Women Act (1994), as amended in 2013, gave tribal 
courts jurisdiction to prosecute non-Indigenous people4 
who committed violent crimes on tribal land and allo-
cated some funding and resources for the prevention of 
violence against Indigenous women (Burnette, 2015). 
Despite this victory, Indigenous women are still likely 
to resist going to the authorities to report abuse for a 
number of reasons, not least the fact that U.S. attorneys 
decline to prosecute almost 52% of violent crimes oc-
4  This was a restoration rather than a novel right for tribal courts, as the ability to prosecute non-Indigenous offenders for crimes 
committed on tribal lands had been stripped away by the U.S. Supreme Court decision Oliphant v. Suquamish Indian Tribe (1978).
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curring on Indigenous land; of those not prosecuted, 
67% are sexual assault cases (NCAI, 2013). 
As mentioned, all of the policies enacted spe-
cifically to address the epidemic of MMIWG have 
been fairly recent. In Canada, years of outcry from In-
digenous activists and victims’ families finally led the 
federal government to convene a National Inquiry in 
which survivors’ testimony was heard and entered into 
the National Inquiry’s Final Report (2019), which de-
scribed the MMIWG epidemic as genocide and called 
for reparations and other actions to counter colonial vi-
olence. That the inquiry occurred at all is remarkable 
considering that, only five years earlier, the Canadian 
minister responsible for Indigenous affairs was asked 
what “he would say to Rinelle Harper,” an Indigenous 
sixteen-year-old girl who had just been found clinging 
to life in the Assiniboine River after being attacked and 
left for dead (Piché, 2015, p. 70). Harper had recently 
called for a national inquiry to be held into MMIWG 
soon after her rescue. The minister gave his answer 
when he walked away in silence. In the U.S., Savanna’s 
Act, named for Savanna LaFontaine-Greywind, an In-
digenous woman murdered in North Dakota in 2017, is 
aimed at correcting the serious lack of reliable data re-
garding MMIWG (Golden, 2019). It passed the Senate 
in 2018, though still has not been brought to a vote in 
the House (U.S. Congress, n.d.). Most of the key pol-
icy moves regarding MMIWG have focused on data 
collection, including the National Intimate Partner and 
Sexual Violence Survey, launched in 2010 and lead-
ing to the Justice Department’s 2016 report, “Violence 
Against American Indian and Alaska Native Women 
and Men” (Rosay, 2016). Activists frequently bemoan 
the dearth of data on MMIWG, but now these find-
ings and others will be available to policymakers and 
researchers to direct future action (Lucchesi & Echo-
Hawk, 2018). Another tactic is to strengthen the work-
ing ties between federal, state, and tribal law enforce-
ment, as a Washington state bill passed in 2019 aimed 
to achieve through the creation of liaison positions in 
the state patrol for that purpose (Golden, 2019). This 
tactic is complicated by the high rate at which Indig-
enous people are killed by police, and by the inaction 
Indigenous women have come to expect from law en-
forcement when reporting a crime (Monchalin et al., 
2019). Yet another strategy is public service announce-
ments, as when Canadian officials put up billboards 
along the “Highway of Tears” warning of the dangers 
of hitchhiking—without offering any alternative, that 
is (Morton, 2016). While these particular billboards are 
probably not very helpful, the most significant change 
in policymakers’ response to the epidemic is that they 
are responding now, having been forced by Indigenous 
activists, and better data that should eventually yield 
better policy experiments as well.
Conclusion
The policy history of addressing the MMIWG 
epidemic is much shorter than the long history of colo-
nial policies and practices that led Indigenous peoples 
of North America to be dispossessed, disenfranchised, 
and at disproportionately high risk for numerous health 
and safety concerns. Most of the concrete policies ad-
dressing MMIWG specifically are less than a decade 
old, and many are focused on improving data collec-
tion, raising public awareness, and strengthening ties 
between federal, state, and tribal authorities. But it re-
mains difficult—and ultimately impossible—to reme-
dy the effects of colonialism while the process is still 
ongoing.
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